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      Myla will need to dig deep to save the ones she loves…

      All her life, Myla was told Echelon was the only place humans could survive. A journey outside the domed city proved that was a lie. Now all the other lies told by Lady Lazrad, the leader of Echelon, are unravelling, leading Myla down a path to open rebellion.

      At her side are Ben and Lock, one a rebel boy, the other a nanobot infused Decemite who fled Echelon with her. They’ve both helped her grow as a person and into her power, but her heart is confused over what she wants from either of them.

      And she’s just as confused over the right path to take in the rising tensions. Lady Lazrad’s agenda is deadly…but the rebels are proving to be just as ruthless. Both sides want to turn her into a weapon, and as her powers grow, Myla begins to fear the massive destruction she could cause. She must reach deep within herself to find the strength to protect those dearest to her.

      A full-out war would destroy them all, but every day seems to lead them closer to the tipping point. With death hanging over her, Myla will have to muster all her power, all her faith, and all of her love to end the conflict once and for all.

      No matter the cost.
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      The wind knifed through my shirt, sharp with frost. Sand stung my cheeks. I ran fast, but Lock ran faster, long strides closing the gap. He caught me at the riverbank and spun me around, jammed his blaster under my chin.

      “Got you.”

      “No, you don’t.” I drove an elbow into his guts and whirled free. Lock grabbed my arm and twisted it behind my back. His breath came hot in my ear as I stretched to ease the strain. He growled deep in his chest, a feral sound.

      “Say I win,” he demanded.

      “You lose.” I brought my heel down on his boot. Lock flinched and jerked back, and we danced through the sandstorm, kicking and snarling in our murderous embrace. My goggles went flying, and I squinted against the sand. Lock lost his blaster and snatched a handful of my hair. He was holding back—I could feel it, and I punished him for it, battering into him with everything I’d got.

      “Ow. That’s my kidney.” He caught me in a bear hug, crushing me to his chest.

      “Then fight. If you don’t like it, then—” I got my hand over his face, thumb in his mouth, fingers groping for his eyes. Lock cursed and spluttered, and the dirt crumbled under our feet, rough clods and pebbles raining down the bank. I hooked my leg between his and we collapsed in a tangle, rolling and skidding into the dry riverbed.

      Lock wound up on top, knee jammed between my thighs. He dropped down to pin me, smothering me with his weight. I could feel his heart pounding, the rush of his blood. He was hot all over, breath puffing white.

      “Get—get off.”

      “Not till you say I win.” He dug his hips into mine, and I bucked up against him. A flush rose in his cheeks, and my breath came faster. I grabbed a handful of his tunic and twisted till it choked him. He flailed, rolled away, and I rolled with him. I unhooked my own blaster and crammed it in his mouth.

      “Say I win.”

      Lock made a wet sound, sort of a cough.

      “Go on. Say it.”

      “C-ca—”

      “I don’t think he can say much with your muzzle down his throat.”

      I jerked back, surprised to find Ben peering down at us. “That right?”

      Lock freed himself with a grimace and spat in the sand. “Mm. Gun grease. Quit feeding me your blaster.”

      “Quit letting me win.”

      “I—”

      “Look, I hate to interrupt your, uh... whatever you call that, but I’m ready when you are.” Ben cleared his throat, and I felt my color rise.

      “We’re training,” I said. “Lock’s teaching me to fight like a Decemite.”

      “If you say so.” Ben made a sour face, and I could’ve strangled him. He nodded back toward Stillwater. “I’ll be by the trucks when you’re done.”

      I watched him go, fuming. Lock shifted between my legs, and I scrambled to my feet.

      “I wasn’t letting you win,” he said.

      “Right.” I snorted. “I’m more agile than you. Smarter, too. But since when could I pin you like that, and you wouldn’t—” The words died on my lips as Lock heaved himself upright. He was breathing hard, sweat beading on his brow. He swiped it away with a grunt, leaving his goggles askew.

      “You’re tired,” I said. “Winded.”

      “Little bit.” He unscrewed his canteen and gulped water, letting it dribble down his chin. I watched, fighting dread, as he caught his breath. “Jasper’s bots have their limits. I can’t push it like I’m used to, but it’s fine. I’m good.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “’Cause you’d worry, that’s why.” Lock bent to retrieve his blaster and jammed it back in its holster. “You’d hold back, go easy, and you wouldn’t learn what you need. But you’re not going to break me. I’m still me.”

      “So I really did beat you all those times?”

      “No need to rub it in.” Lock scrambled up the bank and bent to offer me his hand. “Seriously, if you’re worried about me holding my own in a real fight, don’t be. This is good for me too, training against you. I’m learning my limits, adjusting my strategies. When the time comes, I’ll be ready.”

      “You’d better be.” I took his hand and let him pull me up. He did it easily, and slid his arm around my waist.

      “Off with Ben now?”

      I glanced up at him. “Jealous?”

      “Of you or of him?” Lock chuckled, gruff and throaty. “Nah. I’ve never been the jealous type. But I like this, out here with you. Feels like, sometimes...”

      “What?”

      “Like that last day in Sky, when we ran around town together. Like what life might’ve been if there was no Dirt or Sky, no war, no Lazrad. You know—fun.” He let me go with a sigh. “I think I’ll stay here a while, out where it’s quiet.”

      “Okay.” I lingered a moment, though I knew Ben was waiting. I didn’t like the slump of Lock’s shoulders, or the heaviness of his tone. “See you for dinner, though? I’ll be back by then.”

      “I might be late for that. Starkey needs a supply run—I’m headed up to the Nest.”

      “After, then. I’ll save you some leftovers.”

      “Sure.” Lock plopped down in the sand, long legs hanging down the bank. I trotted downriver, back to Stillwater. Ben was where he’d said he’d be, leaning on his truck with his mask perched on his head. He pulled it down as I approached, and he hopped into the driver’s seat.

      “I’ve upped the challenge today,” he said. “Don’t forget to buckle up.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I tugged my seat belt across my chest. “What’d you do?”

      “Wait and see.”

      Ben hit the gas and we were off, out the gates and upriver, past the last of the lampposts. We left the valley behind us, and Stillwater seemed to vanish, swallowed up by the terrain. Only the faint glimmer of purple betrayed the presence of its dome. Ben slowed as the road petered out, but he didn’t stop.

      “Feel anything yet?”

      I closed my eyes and focused outward, into the gathering night. I could hear the wind howling, the spray of grit on the windshield. Our tires churned the dirt, crunching, jolting. Gravel flew up and rattled against the undercarriage. I reached out beyond that with the sense I couldn’t name, the one beyond sight or touch or sound. I stretched my awareness to its limit—searching for static, that senseless, wordless signal that warned of the presence of advanced nanobots. Of Lazrad’s new weapons, with their deadly homing bolts. I could feel Ben’s blaster, buzzing at his hip. I could feel Stillwater’s stockpile, back the way we’d come. Beyond that—

      “Myla?”

      Something caught at my senses, off to the west. I felt it, just faintly, like an itch at the base of my skull.

      “That way,” I said.

      Ben spun the wheel and we swung west. I squinted into the sunset.

      “It feels far.” I closed my eyes again and frowned. The signal felt weak, like a radio tuned between stations. “What did you do?”

      Ben smirked. “Give up?”

      “Hardly.” My head pulsed and vibrated as the signal waxed and waned. Ben’s training regimen wasn’t half as fun as Lock’s, but I could feel my senses sharpening. Three weeks ago, I’d struggled to find a blaster hidden just outside camp. Yesterday, I’d dug up three of them, tracking their call up the mountain, into a mossy cave. Soon, I’d be living radar, a built-in alarm, should the Decemites come to Stillwater. Soon, but—

      A horn honked, jolting me from my musings. Ben sketched a salute as a truck crossed our path. I frowned.

      “Who was that?”

      “Jay and Irina, out of Blackwell. You’ll meet them later.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Will I? Or will I end up shut out again, out in the cold while you plan your war?”

      Ben stiffened where he sat. “It’s not like that. It’s just—”

      “Security, I know. The less we know, the less Lazrad can squeeze out of us if she decides to take prisoners. But I’m not just some soldier. Other than Lock, I’m the closest you’ve got to a Decemite. When Lazrad makes her move—”

      “That’s not it.” Ben swerved past a boulder, tipping me off-balance. I swayed into his shoulder, and our heads bumped together.

      “Sorry,” he said. “But, listen, we know you. We trust you. If it was just up to me—just my aunt, even, or Starkey—you’d be front and center, at the heart of it all. But folks like Jay and Irina, or the eastern leaders, all they see is a Decemite. They won’t talk in front of you, not about anything that matters.”

      “Like what?” I gripped the dashboard as the static filled my head. “More to the north—no, northwest. Where that outcrop is.”

      Ben steered northwest, slowing into the turn. “Listen, I get it. Echelon was your home. Your family’s back there. But our pact still stands. I’ll tell you if anything comes up, anything you’d need to worry about.” He reached out and patted my knee. “Right now, the talks are just about gretha—who’s got it, who needs it, how we’ll get our hands on some more. Boring, right?”

      “Depends. If you’re raiding the vents again, yeah, that’s boring. If you’re going for the Dirt’s stores, I’d want to know about that.” I bared my teeth. “I just hate all this secrecy. I don’t get why they won’t use me. I spent my whole life in Echelon, both Dirt and Sky. If it’s a fight they want—”

      “I know.” Ben let out a harsh breath. “I’m on your side, okay? I’m talking you up. It’s taking time to sink in, but now everyone’s here—”

      I doubled over the dashboard, spine crackling with static. Copper pooled in my mouth—I’d bitten my tongue. I swallowed and spluttered, pounded my fist on the seat.

      “Stop. Stop here.”

      Ben slammed on the brakes and I jumped out of the truck. All my senses were jangling, all my nerves firing at once. I spun in place, wobbling, like the needle on a compass. I could feel it now, under the earth, like a part of me gone missing, calling me to itself. I lurched toward it, legs weak.

      “Here.” I dropped to my knees, scrabbling at the sand. Ben helped me dig. I could hear his teeth chattering, but I felt hot, the blood boiling in my veins. Close—I was close, and I scrabbled harder. My nails scraped something plasticky, the slick glide of vinyl. I pulled out a lead blanket and tossed it aside, plunged my hands underneath and sighed with relief. The static cut out as I closed my hands on the blasters. Ben got his arms around me before I could crumple.

      “You okay?” He pushed my hair out of my face. I followed his palm, burying my face in its coolness.

      “It’s intense,” I managed. “Opening myself up like that. Letting it all in. I think, with that blanket there—”

      “It all hit you at once?”

      I nodded. Ben was stroking me, running his fingers through my hair. It felt good, felt comforting, but with the static out of my head, other sensations were crowding in. The wind had picked up, flinging grit in my face. My shirt was plastered to my back, damp with cold sweat. My toes were numb, my fingers tingling.

      “It’s freezing out here.”

      “You’re just noticing now?” Ben’s laugh came out thin, the wind whisking it away. He draped his jacket over my shoulders. “Let’s get you back in the truck.”

      Ben grabbed the blanket and I gathered the blasters. We piled back inside, and Ben cranked the heat. I spread my hands over the vents with a sigh. It felt good to get warm, to be out of the storm. I shook the sand from my hair and felt it trickle down my neck. Something bit me, and I slapped it off.

      “Sandfly?” Ben grimaced.

      “Ugh. They’re the worst. These sandstorms, I swear—”

      “Sandstorms?” Ben laughed. “This is barely a breeze. Once winter hits—”

      I smacked my neck again, scratched furiously. The bite had already healed, but that itch, that itch—

      “That was amazing, though.” Ben patted the blasters. “I thought I’d stump you for sure.”

      “A week ago, you would have.” An odd paranoia gripped me, and I closed my eyes tight. I quested out again, casting my senses across the desert. Stillwater’s stockpile hummed, its signal faint with distance. I groped out beyond it, past the foothills, to the mountains. Nothing called back to me, no crackle of static. I exhaled through my teeth. “We should head back,” I said. “They’ll start dinner without us.”

      “They wouldn’t dare.” Ben swung back toward Stillwater, but I gripped his arm.

      “Promise you’ll tell me, if the talks shift to Echelon.”

      Ben made a hissing sound, maybe laughter, maybe annoyance. “I promised that already. What’s wrong? Don’t you trust me?”

      I watched the sand batter the windshield and swirl off into the night. “If you had to choose—”

      “Don’t.”

      “No, but after you promised me, if your aunt made you swear—”

      “I said, don’t.” Ben slapped the steering wheel. “Either you trust me or you don’t. I gave you my word. Now, are we good?”

      My breath caught in my throat. Ben had gone tense, the tendons standing out on his neck. He’d always been honest with me, more than I’d been with him. He’d always been honest—but he hadn’t answered my question.

      I slid my hand over anyway, till my pinky brushed his thigh.

      “We’re good,” I said. “I trust you.”
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      I didn’t stick around for dinner.

      I didn’t plan it that way, but we got back late, and the cookfires were lit. A tent had been set up to keep out the sand, and its walls danced with shadows, bowls being passed and pots being stirred, heads tossed back with laughter, toasts being drunk. Conversation rose and fell, punctuated with shouts and the clatter of spoons. I knew what would happen if I went in. Heads would turn. Tongues would still. Bowls would stop their circuits, frozen mid-pass. Someone might drop their spoon, in the soup if they were lucky, in the dirt if they weren’t. Jetha would smooth things over, or Ben would—introduce me, vouch for me, but the mood wouldn’t recover. The tent would be quieter, the atmosphere tense.

      “What’s the matter?” Ben paused at the tent flap, seeing I’d stopped.

      “I’m all dirty,” I said. I held up my hands, grubby from digging. “You go ahead. I’m going to wash up.”

      “Okay, but don’t dawdle. The good stuff goes quick.”

      I nodded, but when I got to the pump, I just kept on walking. I was tired and on edge, in no mood to try to fit in. I slipped out the gates and put Stillwater behind me, thinking I might catch Lock headed back from the Nest. But our paths didn’t cross, and I followed the mountains to the south, all the way to the caverns where I’d spent most of my summer. I didn’t go in, though. I didn’t want to see the wreckage, black ash and toppled cabins, a village in ruins.

      I sat in the grass instead, with my back to the wind. The moon hung overhead, a faint smudge of gray in its cradle of clouds. Its pale face went blurry as I let my awareness drift, circling out in search of static, Decemites on patrol. I felt nothing and relaxed—I was truly alone.

      It had been a while since I’d come here to text Ona. Our last confrontation should have closed that door, but hope was tough to kill. I’d come every night at first, phone in hand—every time I thought of her, or close enough. Then resignation crept in, and my trips tapered off. She’d made her choice, and a few texts wouldn’t change that. Still, I got out my phone and flipped the network switch. At first, nothing happened, then a single bar came up. My screen filled with notifications—ads mostly, discount codes for Comfort Wear. Ona hadn’t texted, not that I’d thought she would. My last message sat unread—just talk to me. Please. Tell me you’re okay.

      You can tell me to go to hell, I wrote, hunting and pecking, jabbing at the screen. Just show me y—

      My phone rang in my hand, a loud, discordant jangle. I squawked and nearly dropped it, scrambling to my feet. The number was private, flashing UNKNOWN CALLER. I hit accept anyway, spurred by hope or curiosity—I couldn’t have said. Lazrad’s hologram popped up, and my interest turned to disgust.

      “You again. Go away.”

      “You could get rid of me yourself, just by hanging up.” She held up a finger. “But you don’t want to do that.”

      “Don’t tell me what I want.” I slid my thumb down the screen, but I didn’t hang up.

      “I’ve read your texts,” she said. “You want to see your sister. You want to know she’s safe.”

      I bit my tongue and said nothing. Lazrad’s pale eyes bored into me, void of light or expression.

      “I can let you see Ona.” Her lips twitched up abruptly, less a smile than a spasm. “I’ll do that for you, but first you’ll hear me out.”

      I sucked air through my teeth. I’d be crazy to trust her. Out of my mind.

      Lazrad shook her head. “This is why you’re so dangerous. All the strength of a Decemite and none of the training. I’m sure the rebels seem brave to you—villagers fighting for their lives, for the right to breathe free—but here’s what you don’t know. They chose this fight, not me.”

      I scowled. “Says you.”

      “Says history.” Her lips went tight. “Nearly seventy years ago, I offered them citizenship, a place in the Dirt for anyone who wanted it. All they had to do was commit three months a year to panning for rigur.”

      “Panning for—?”

      “Sifting the river sand.” She made a snorting sound. “Oh, your ignorance—the underground deposits are a recent discovery. Till about thirty years ago, rigur came from silt, and in such tiny quantities, well... The long and short of it is, when we closed our borders, I offered them a choice. Your friends could have lived safe, happy lives in the shelter of the Dome. They chose to refuse me. They chose to live as rebels, as brigands and thieves.”

      “Sounds to me like they chose freedom.”

      “Freedom.” Lazrad spat out the word like a bug caught in her teeth. “A storybook ideal,” she said, and her voice dropped to a singsong. “In a world like ours—”

      “You’re wasting your breath.” I squared up to her, seething. “I don’t believe you, and even if I did—”

      “Gretha was scarce, before the Decemites.” Lazrad’s voice pierced through mine, needle-sharp. “They were volunteers, the first harvesters. Free to choose. Free to leave. And every month, we chose, lights or water, heat or safety checks. Every night—”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Every night we’d lie down with one prayer on our lips, that the morning would come, and we’d live to see it.” Lazrad rose up, eyes blazing. A feverish animation took her, and she began to pace. “Then the sirens would scream, and we’d run for the shelters. We’d run through the dark, through the smoke—the air was so hot that night, so hot our lungs burned. That night—”

      “I said I don’t care.” I cut her off sharply, not wanting to hear. “Where’s Ona? Let me see her. You said I could—”

      “The projector caught fire, by the old refinery.” Lazrad clenched her fists. “We could hear it two districts away, the tanks going up one after another, the screaming, the sirens. And my mother took my hand, and we ran like we always did. We ran till she lost me. I lost her. I fell, and they trampled me. Do you know what that feels like, boots in your back, your ribs piercing your liver? Looking up through the smoke, and instead of the Dome—”

      “Stop.” I dashed my palm through her hologram, wanting her gone. “Do I know what that’s like? Yeah, thanks to you. That was us just this summer, when you sent in your Decemites. We ran through the smoke. We hid in the dark. We choked. We died. As for my liver, I got that shot out. Or it felt like I did, so pardon me if I don’t—”

      “Picture that every week, sometimes every night.” Lazrad went still, and her face turned to stone. “Children at their windows watching the mortuary trucks roll by—ten of them, twenty, headed out to the pits. Mass graves in the exper, open to the sun. They’d sprinkle lime and just leave them, ready for the next batch.” Her marionette smile was back, a ghastly thing, and empty. “Your rebel friends call us misers, but the truth is, we’d have shared. We’d have shared our gretha with anyone willing to fight for the only cause that matters. For safety. For progress. For a world without—”

      “No.”

      “You could still be part of that.” Lazrad leaned forward, a quick, jerky movement. “Hand in hand with your sister, on the right side of history.”

      My stomach turned over. I could see it plain as day, me and Ona marching out, a legion at our backs. I saw Stillwater below us, villagers massed in the square. I saw the tanks with their guns, trundling through the gates. I saw Ben—

      “No.” I swallowed bile. “I don’t care. Nothing you’ve been through justifies what you’re doing. Let me see Ona, or I’m hanging up.”

      “Suit yourself.” Lazrad tapped her phone, and her hologram blinked out. The feed switched to video, and I saw a chrome-and-glass living room, a big picture window looking over Golden Square. Ona sat framed in an alcove, eating crackers from a box. She looked like she’d just bathed, her skin pink and dewy, her hair up in a towel.

      “Ona!”

      She bit a cracker in half and licked the salt off her fingers. I shook my phone, shouted louder, but she didn’t turn around.

      “Ona, come on!”

      “She can’t hear you.” Lazrad’s voice cut in, rich with amusement. “But as you can see, she’s quite comfortable. Quite happy. You could be, too, if you wanted. You could live there together. Be my—”

      My thumb grazed the screen. The connection cut out, and I howled in defeat. I gripped my phone to keep from smashing it, frustration bubbling in my guts. My one chance to see Ona, and I’d tapped it away with one clumsy twitch. I’d lost Lazrad too, any chance to draw her out, to glean anything useful. If I’d just stayed calm—if I’d asked the right questions.

      I threw my head back and screamed, and the mountains screamed back at me, my rage echoing through the night.
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      I bumped into Lock on my way back to Stillwater, blundered into his arms scrambling up the bank. He caught me and steadied me, but I shook him off.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you.” He grinned, wide and goofy. “Ben said you took off, so I thought—”

      “Well, don’t. You might hurt yourself.”

      Lock drew back, brows raised. “Okay, what crawled up your ass? ‘Cause last I checked, it wasn’t me.”

      “Nothing. Just—sorry.” I forced myself to relax and blew out a sharp breath. “Could we rewind thirty seconds, pretend I didn’t bite your head off?”

      “We could,” said Lock. “But you might want to wait, then rewind five minutes.”

      I cocked my head. “Why?”

      “Because, you know those maps you stole? The ones of the desert, with the other domes?” Lock shuffled back, like he thought I might hit him. “Well, they’ve picked one out—Delpha. They’re leaving tomorrow, to propose an alliance. And they’ve picked out who’s going.”

      “Let me guess—not us?”

      Lock shrugged his shoulders. “They’d already picked when they made the announcement. I tried to get us in, and Ben said he fought for you. But Jetha said—”

      “Screw what Jetha said.” I shouldered past him and broke into a trot. I’d been the chess piece too long, stuck on my square, waiting for my next move—a nudge from Jetha, a push from Lazrad. Starkey’s orders. Reyland’s schemes. Just once, I wanted to choose. To pick my move and commit, wherever it might take me.

      I spotted Jetha by the big house, with Irina and Jay, and a woman I didn’t recognize. She glanced up as I called to her, then turned back to Irina. My blood sang with rage at her casual dismissal.

      “Go easy,” said Lock, but he might as well have bid me fly. I steamed in guns blazing, ready for a fight.

      “So, Delpha?” I planted my hands on my hips. “You didn’t think I’d want to go? Or Lock, given—”

      Jetha raised her hands, placating. “Myla—”

      “No. Lock’s bots could give out any time. We need refined gretha, and Echelon’s on alert. We can’t go back there. It didn’t occur to you, maybe—”

      “Of course it did.” Jetha reached for my arm, but I jerked back, furious.

      “So, what? He just dies?”

      “This is exactly the problem,” said Jetha. “If they’re not willing to trade, what’s your next move?”

      My lip rose in a snarl. “Whatever it takes. That you’d even need to ask—”

      “So you wouldn’t negotiate? You wouldn’t fall back, regroup, and try again the next day? Or, could you concede your point so negotiations could continue?” Jetha crossed her arms over her chest. “This is our first overture to an ally we can’t afford to alienate. We need kid gloves, not a wrecking ball.”

      The blood rose in my cheeks and down the back of my neck. I felt five years old again, hangdog in the kitchen, getting the same lecture from Mom. You’re not like other kids, Myla. You can’t afford to get mad.

      “I didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.” My protest came out petulant, and I felt my flush deepen. “But if we play all our cards, and they still won’t help...”

      “Then we come up with new cards,” said Irina. “Diplomacy’s a long game. It’s about learning your partner, learning their needs. Coming back with an offer they can’t turn down. If you lose your head at the first ‘no,’ and just take what you want—”

      “That’s not what I—”

      “Meanwhile, we need you here.” Jetha smiled and her tone went soft, all smooth and soothing. “Think about it. Who’s going to harvest our gretha, if not you and Lock? And what if the Decemites come? If you’re not here to warn us, what then?”

      I pinched my lips together, pinched them so tight they cracked. Jetha was talking sense, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being fed half the story—like Lazrad on the phone, with her one-sided history.

      “We just did a harvest,” I said. “You’ve got enough for a month, maybe more if you’re careful. And as for the Decemites, you’ve got guards. You’ve got patrols. I’m just a failsafe. A just-in-case.”

      “What about your friend?” Jay spoke for the first time, straightening where he stood. “If he falls ill on the road—”

      “Then he falls ill close to help, or closer than here.” I reached for Lock’s hand, found his pocket instead. I held onto that, thumb hooked on the seam. “And if he stays healthy, he’s an asset. For all we know, Delpha’s dangerous. Me and Lock can keep your team safe.”

      “What about you?” Jetha turned to Lock. “You’ve been quiet through all this.”

      Lock’s hand settled on mine, a comforting weight. He drew himself up and spoke in measured tones. “I want to go,” he said. “I need to see Delpha. I need to know we’re not—we’re not courting one devil to fend off another.” His grip tightened, almost painfully. “I’m about to join your war. I need to know what I’m fighting for.”

      Jetha just stood for a moment, like she was digesting his words. Then, her shoulders went loose, and her hands dropped to her sides.

      “I don’t suppose I can stop you, if you two decide you’re going.” She focused on me, eyes narrowed. “But this is Irina’s expedition. You’ll be under her command. That means no side-missions, no midnight forays that might jeopardize the others. No creeping off, stealing gretha—you’ll give Irina your trust. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Lock.

      “And Myla?”

      I swallowed, tasting copper. “I won’t start a war. But I’m coming back with that gretha, whatever it takes.”

      “No, we are.” Irina surged forward, and I fell back reflexively. She was taller than I’d realized, and menacing in her anger. “I don’t know how it is in Echelon, but every man for himself doesn’t fly on my squad. I have six hundred souls in Blackwell, all waiting for gretha. From Stillwater to Edgewood, we’re all waiting to breathe—every man, woman, and child. You will not compromise all of us to serve your own ends. If you try, I will stop you. Do you understand?”

      I felt like she’d slapped me. Her words rang in my head, and I found myself nodding.

      “Yes ma’am. I understand.”

      “Good, then.” She clapped her hands loudly and smiled a tight smile. “You two get some rest. We’re leaving first thing.”

      Lock gave me a nudge as we watched her go. I nudged him back, peevish.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just... she sure told you.” He laughed, and I bristled, but then I joined in. I had kind of earned Irina’s righteous smackdown. I’d let Lazrad unbalance me, and I’d gone off half-cocked.

      “I’m going to bed,” I said. “And tomorrow—”

      “Delpha, ho.” Lock looped his arm through mine, and we headed for our beds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The delegation bound for Delpha gathered at the first gray of dawn. There were twelve of us in all, me and Lock, Ben, Irina, old man Garr from Edgewood, Jan from the Windflats, and more I hadn’t met. Conversation stilled when Lock and I rolled up, distrustful eyes taking our measure.

      “I still say leave them,” said Garr. “Bringing a pair of Decemites to their door—how is that not an act of war?”

      A rumble of assent went up. I felt Lock flinch beside me.

      “These aren’t just any Decemites,” said Ben. “If it weren’t for them, we’d have suffocated in the caverns. They’ve been harvesting gretha, doing their part—”

      “And that’s fine for you, but to Delpha, they’re—”

      “That’s enough.” Irina stood, lowering her mask over her face. “They’re coming, and that’s final. Our focus is on our mission. Now, drivers?”

      Ben stepped forward, and Lock and Garr.

      “Check your vehicles and supplies. The rest of you, if there’s anything you need to do, now’s your chance. This’ll be a long journey, nothing but desert along the way.” She glowered around the circle, as though daring us to question her, and headed for her own truck. Ben made for his, and I followed him, crouching down beside him as he bent to check his tires.

      “Four trucks and twelve of us—isn’t that kind of overkill?”

      “Not really.” Ben shrugged. “If this goes as we’re hoping, we’ll be coming back with a lot of supplies.” He lowered his voice. “Plus, Edgewood and the Plains camp, they don’t see eye to eye. Best to keep those two separate, unless three days of bickering sounds fun to you.”

      “Bickering over what?” I scowled as I spotted a tiny woman nearby, perched with her back to us on the flatbed of Irina’s truck. She was listening in—I could feel it. There was something in her stillness, the tilt of her head. I knew her from somewhere, that sharp little body, that pale, sunstarved skin.

      “Garr just wants gretha,” said Ben. “Edgewood’s a bigger place, lots of kids, lots of families. They steer clear of Lazrad and just hit the swap meets, meat and cloth for gretha. The Plains, though, they’re nomads, and not because they want to be. What they want is an end to this, a place to call their own. Somewhere they can build and know that it won’t go up in smoke. They figure with Lazrad gone, they might stand a chance.”

      “So they want war.” I trailed Ben round the truck, only half-listening. That woman was eating now, snapping nuts from a bag. I realized where I knew her from: She’d been there last night, for my showdown with Jetha. At least, she’d been there at the start. After that, I wasn’t sure. She had one of those faces, the kind that faded into the crowd. Bland, like unsalted porridge. I nudged Ben, jerked my head at her. “Who’s she?”

      Ben peered over my shoulder. “Who, Katja? She’s Blackwell’s spymaster.” He made a sour face. “Ours too now, I guess. They’re running everything through her, now the villages are working together.”

      “Her? Why?”

      “She’s some kind of legend, I guess. Got into Echelon and—”

      “All set?” Irina bulled in between us, a deep line between her brows. “We’re ready to go, so if there’s a problem—”

      “No problem.” Ben straightened up, brushing dust from his knees.

      “You can take Jan and Mark, then.” She turned to me. “Myla, you’re with Lock. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

      “No problems here.” I found myself wanting to please her, eager to prove myself after last night’s outburst. Her rebuke had stung, more so as I’d earned it. I wanted to show her I wasn’t just some hothead kid, but she was already moving on, heading for her own truck.

      I hopped up beside Lock and strapped myself in. He flicked on the radio and sighed with contentment.

      “I love this song,” he said.

      “You know it?”

      “Mm-hm.” He threw the truck into gear and pulled out after Ben. “Jasper kept playing it, the whole time I was laid up. I love that one line, I’ll be there waiting, the night the stars come back. It’s so hopeful, you know? Like we could have that in our lifetime, the chance to look up and see stars.”

      I looked up and saw gray clouds from east to west. But Lock was grinning, jiving to the beat. I dug deep and found a smile for him. “If you count the sun, we can already.”

      “See? You get it.” He drummed his fingers on the wheel as we rolled out of the valley. Delpha was far north, then east, past the tail of the mountains. From what we’d seen on the map, it was desert all the way. I leaned my head on the window and watched the foothills roll by, and then I watched Lock as the sunrise kissed his cheeks. He still looked pale, I thought, or maybe it was the light. He’d gotten leaner, lost muscle, no doubt about that. He wiped his face and frowned.

      “Am I wearing my breakfast?”

      “Huh?”

      “You’ve been staring at me for miles. Is there something on my face?”

      “Just your beard. When’d you shave last?” I stuck out my tongue.

      “I don’t know. Yesterday? When’d you last shave your legs?”

      “Who cares? You can’t see them. Your face is right there.”

      “Yeah, and it’s my face.” Lock flicked my shoulder. “And I know what you’re doing. You’re worrying again.”

      “Comes with the territory.”

      A muscle twitched in Lock’s jaw. I thought he might scold me, but he just shook his head. “I hate that I worry you,” he said. “But I don’t hate that you care.”

      Our radio signal died a couple of hours out of Stillwater. Lock put in a tape and kept the tunes coming. I drowsed on and off as the sun warmed my bones, and I was deeply asleep when the passenger door thunked open.

      “Hey. Hey. Shove over.”

      I blinked, vague and bleary. “Huh? Bug off.”

      “Oh, nice—and I brought lunch.” Katja pushed me again. “Come on. Let me in.”

      I reached for my seat belt and fumbled with the buckle. Something flew past my head, and I heard Lock catch it.

      “What’s this? Cheese and lettuce?”

      “And tomato.” Katja squeezed in beside me, taking up far more space than her size should’ve allowed. She thrust a sandwich wrapped in wax paper into my hands. “You’ll want to enjoy that. It’s the last thing you’ll get till dinner.”

      “Thanks.” I shifted toward Lock so my knee wouldn’t touch Katja’s. Something about her rubbed me all wrong. She stretched out in her seat and cracked her knuckles.

      “I guess I should thank you,” she said.

      My brows went up. “Who, me?”

      “You’re the one who nabbed Prium, right?” She pushed up her mask so just her nose was covered. “He hasn’t said much yet, but he will. Oh, he will.” She bit into her lunch with a satisfied sigh. I found myself suppressing a shudder.

      “Oh, relax,” said Katja. “We’re not going to torture him. Everyone knows that doesn’t work.”

      “Then, what are you going to do?”

      “Mess with his head till he doesn’t know what he’s saying. Or who he’s saying it to.” She plucked a tomato from her sandwich and popped it in her mouth. “It’ll be fun.”

      “Fun. Sure.” I thought of Prium interrogating me—peeling off his gloves, flashing those evil nails. Of his hand on my shoulder, thumb digging deep. Katja had short nails, trimmed to the quick. Her eyes were soft and brown, where Prium’s were gray. But she looked at me and I saw him. I had to look away.

      We didn’t talk after that. Katja finished her sandwich and got out a book. Lock’s tape snarled up, and he put in a new one. I watched the mountains go by till the wind picked up, shrouding them in sand. The sunset came and lit the haze on fire, flying sand burning orange, then red, till it got dark. Katja put her book away and leaned forward in her seat.

      “Up ahead. Pull over.”

      Lock followed Ben’s taillights into the shadow of a jagged ridge. We parked and got out. Garr and Irina were already setting up a projector, while Ben wrestled a tent out of its bag. Lock jogged over to help him, holding the bag while Ben pulled.

      “Help me clear a space,” said Katja. I wasn’t sure what she meant at first. Then, she grabbed a broom and started sweeping, making room for the tents. I helped with the bigger rocks, lifting them up and tossing them into the storm. Our makeshift dome kept the worst of the sand off, but enough filtered in to sting my face and neck. By the time we were done, my cheeks were on fire.

      Lock waved me over and we hammered tent-pegs. Ben unloaded space heaters, one for each tent. Irina called us in, and we all gathered in the main tent. We clustered around the heater, teeth chattering. The temperature had dropped to near-freezing, and our breath came out frosty, our lips cracked with cold.

      “It’s just cold food,” said Irina. “We can’t risk a flame, with the wind picking up.” She passed around sandwiches, cheese on black bread. I bit into mine gratefully, savoring the sharp taste.

      “This is good cheese,” said Ben. He’d hunkered down to my left and squirmed close to share his heat. I had Lock to my right, shoulder-to-shoulder. It put me on edge, being this close to them both, Lock’s elbow in my lap, Ben’s knee jostling mine. In Stillwater, there’d been space for us, room to spread out. Room for me and Ben, me and Lock, not some awkward threesome. Not—

      “It’s got kind of a green taste,” said Lock. “Like there’s herbs in it, or...?”

      “Dill and rosemary.” Irina unwrapped her own dinner. “We raise goats in Blackwell. This is from them.”

      “I brought peppers,” said Katja, and she pulled out a jar. She unscrewed the lid and took one for herself. “Lock?”

      “Thanks.” He folded one into his sandwich and tilted the jar my way. Juice dribbled over, pattering on my thigh. “Shoot. Sorry. Let me—” He wiped it off with his sleeve, and I felt Ben go tense. Katja was smirking, and I wanted to smack her. Mess with his head, she’d said—was she messing with ours?

      “Give me those.” I grabbed the peppers off Lock and stuffed one in my sandwich. “Ben?”

      “Uh-uh. Too sour.”

      “I’ll take some,” said Garr, and I passed them his way. I brushed up against Ben, and this time, he shivered. Lock’s elbow was in my ribs, his breath in my ear. I curled in on myself, pulling my knees to my chest.

      “You should ride with me tomorrow.” Ben shifted closer, filling the space I’d made. “Starkey wants us to scout for safe sites, anywhere we could raise a village. You could take pictures with your phone.”

      This time, Lock stiffened, and he hissed through his teeth. “Hot. Hot.”

      Ben laughed. “What, that? Those are sour peppers. The hot ones are green.”

      “Tell that to my tongue.” Lock stole my water and guzzled half of it in one gulp. I shot Katja a scowl, but she’d shifted her attention to Garr, apparently having exhausted us as a source of amusement.

      Dinner got quiet after that, everyone eating quickly and stretching their hands to the heater. Ben slipped an arm around me, then Lock tried the same. They bumped hands in the middle, and both pulled away.

      “We should break for the night,” said Irina. “We’ll have an early start. Ben, you share with Lock and Garr. Katja and Myla, take the small tent. Everyone else, we’re in here.”

      I got up reluctantly, not relishing the idea of a night alone with Katja. But I owed Irina for taking my side this morning. I followed Katja across the campsite, to a small tent nestled under the ridge. She’d already unrolled her sleeping bag and claimed the best spot for herself, in the corner farthest from the flap. I bent to unroll my own, and she sat down to watch me.

      “You’ve really got them dancing, huh?”

      “What?” I shook out my sleeping bag and hunted for the zipper.

      “Ben and Lock. I saw you at dinner, cozying up to them both.” She stretched her legs toward the heater. “Oh, don’t make that face. I’d do the same. Ben’s got those eyes, and Lock, well...” Katja licked her lips. “Total man-candy.”

      I felt myself flush. “It’s not like that.”

      “Oh, no? What is it like?”

      “Well, we’re—” I shook my head. “You know, I see what you’re doing. You’re needling me, pushing me, so I’ll spill my guts trying to defend myself. But it’s none of your business, and I have to pee.” I dropped my sleeping bag at my feet and pushed out into the night. I left the flap undone, just to get Katja’s goat.

      “Myla?” Ben waved from across the campground, crouched down by the trucks. I strolled over to him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking the tires.” He stood up, cracked his back. “There’s thorn-trees out here. You run over a thorn, it works its way in. You don’t notice at first, but give it a day or two, and—” He made a farting sound, a burr of his lips.

      “Anything I can do?”

      “Watch out for rats? Don’t let them steal my pliers.”

      I snorted. Ben bent to check the next tire, running his fingers between the treads. He was practical in a way Lock wasn’t, smart and down-to-earth. He knew who he was and didn’t question it. With him, in the caves, I’d felt that way too—like I’d found my place, there at his side. He’d said I could be one of them, a rebel, an Outsider. That I had the heart for it. I’d felt strong, hearing that, felt at home when he’d held me.

      But then there was Lock, and I liked his hopeful side. He knew how to dream, and that was rare. He talked about starry skies, about road trips and the ocean. I wanted those things. I wanted the hope of them, and someone who’d fight for them.

      “You should go in,” said Ben. “Your lips are turning blue.”

      “I’m waiting for Katja to go to sleep.”

      Ben chuckled. “Pushy, isn’t she? But she’s not so bad. You just can’t let her get to you. Keep your cool, and she’ll let you off the hook. Right now, she’s just bored, having some fun with you. Once we get to Delpha, she’ll be focused on work.”

      “Spying, you mean?”

      “Scouting. For leverage, in case the talks stall.” Ben grinned, tight and wry. “You should be glad of her. She’s our whatever it takes.”

      I flinched. “So you heard about that.”

      “It’s a small camp. Word gets around.” Ben reached for his pliers and tugged a thorn from the tire. He sighed with relief when no rush of air followed. “It’s been a tense few weeks. No one blames you, being on edge.”

      “Thanks.” Something loosened inside me, a tight knot of tension just below my breastbone. I sagged where I stood, leaning back against the truck. Ben got to his feet, jamming his pliers in his belt.

      “There we go. All done.” He glanced at my tent. “She should be asleep by now.”

      I bit my lip. “’Night, then.”

      “Goodnight.” Ben moved toward me, and I thought he might hug me. I closed my eyes, craving his warmth, but at the same time, I turned aside. Katja had gotten to me—maybe I was leading him on. It wasn’t fair playing around, not knowing what I wanted.

      I flashed him an awkward smile and made my escape.
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      We rolled up on Delpha mid-morning on the third day. I was riding with Lock, and I could sense his excitement as the huge dome rose above us.

      “It’s got to be three times the size of Echelon.” He rose up in his seat, craning for a better look. “Check it out—no walls. We could just drive right in.”

      “I don’t think so.” I gestured up ahead, where a wide road cut across the desert. Cars sat idling on the tarmac, lined up outside the city. “Looks like some kind of checkpoint.”

      “Still, you can see inside, at least.” Lock swung onto the road, merging in behind Ben. “It’s like Sky, only not. Towers, but no trains.”

      “There’s a train over there.” I jerked my head to the north, at a freight train trundling by. It passed through the dome and chugged off through the desert. “Wonder where that’s going?”

      “Some other dome, maybe?” Lock slowed as we joined the line. “Check out those wheels.” His eyes went hungry as he ogled the car to our right, a cherry-red compact with shiny chrome rims. “We should take one of those for our trip to the ocean.”

      “Like we could afford that.”

      “Hey. A boy can dream.” The line moved up, and we did too. I could see booths up ahead of us, a guard in each one. Drivers were passing them papers and getting them stamped. Lock squirmed in his seat.

      “Everyone else has those papers. Shouldn’t we have them too?”

      “It’s like we’re back in school,” I said. “And we forgot our homework.” I swallowed thickly, spit sour with nerves. One car got pulled over, and two guards went through its trunk. Lock watched them, frowning.

      “What do you suppose they’re looking for?”

      “I don’t know. Stowaways? Contraband? Guns, maybe.”

      “We’ve got guns.” Lock glanced at his blaster, and his lips went tight. “Maybe we should pull over. Figure out if we—”

      A red light went green, and the line moved again. Irina pulled up to the booth and rolled down her window. The guard held out his hand, but she shook her head.

      “That doesn’t look good,” said Lock as the guard reached for his radio. I rolled down my window to eavesdrop, but the wind filled my ears, drowning out conversation.

      “It’s those papers. I told you. They’re gonna—”

      The guard stepped from his booth, hooking his radio to his belt. He waved Irina off the main road and motioned the rest of us to follow. We tailed Ben down a short ramp into a fenced lot. A truck was parked there already, marked DELPHA CUSTOMS ENFORCEMENT. Irina parked next to it, and Lock nosed alongside. We all got out and stood together. A skinny guard jogged to meet us, counting us off one by one.

      “So, twelve of you, right? Et juste avant le déjeuner.” He pulled a sour face. “No passports for any of you?”

      Lock and I exchanged glances. “Passports?”

      “Never mind—not to worry. Just move to the fence and put your hands on the mesh.”

      I did as he said. More guards came out, one for each of us. The one who’d counted us off came and patted me down. He confiscated my blaster, and I heard him disengage the plasma tube. “You’ll get this back at the end of your visit. Now, are you transporting any more weapons? Anything in your vehicle?”

      I glanced sidelong at Lock, being patted down to my right. In a sense, we were weapons, human instruments of war.

      “Just the blaster,” I said.

      “And are you importing any fruit? Any, uh, matériaux biologiques? Plants? Animal products?”

      “Half a cheese sandwich in my pocket?”

      “Oof—that won’t do.” He reached into my pocket and relieved me of my lunch. “Now if you’d just step inside, follow the yellow line to your right, someone’ll be with you in a minute.” He made that face again, all pruney and pinched. “Probably me, so don’t do anything weird.”

      Lock nudged me lightly as the guard stepped aside. “You got that, Myla? Don’t do anything weird.”

      “Whatever.” I fell in behind Katja, following the yellow line. It led us to a cramped but clean waiting room. Two threadbare couches sat along one wall, and a table stood in the center, surrounded by chairs. The far wall was all vending machines, hot drinks and cold drinks, snacks packed in plastic.

      “Oh, you’ll need change. They’ll need change,” said another guard, a woman around Lock’s age. She reached into her pocket and came up with a handful of coins. “Use these for the snack machines, or if you need sanitary items. Bathrooms are to the left, back the way you came in.” She left the coins on the table and headed back down the hall.

      “At least they seem friendly,” said Lock. “Like, this place isn’t so bad.” He drifted over to the snack machine and stood perusing his options. “How much is a dollar? Is that a lot?”

      Katja raked through the coins, separating them into piles. “She left about thirty, so I’d say no. It’s not.”

      I went to the window and stood surveying the parking lot. The guards were going through our trucks. One of them reached in Lock’s window, and he must’ve turned on the tape deck, because his foot started tapping, and he broke out in a grin. His friend looked up, laughing, and the two of them bumped hips. I tried to picture anyone in the Dirt watch acting that way, all loose and cheery. The idea made me snort, and Irina clucked her tongue.

      “Don’t mistake their kindness for laxity,” she said. “They’re confident, not lazy. Be quiet, be respectful, and leave the talking to me.”

      I bristled a little, but kept my resentment to myself. Arguing with Irina wouldn’t help. I joined Lock instead, checking out the snacks.

      “Wheat... crackers,” he said, running his finger over the glass. “Cra-queue-lines dee bleh.”

      “What?” I peered over his shoulder. “I don’t think that’s English.”

      “Or you just can’t read it.”

      “I told you, I can read.” I gave him a shove. “Besides, that guard did it too, all that language-switching. They must speak two here.”

      “It’s French.” The guard who’d snatched my lunch had slipped back in and stood leaning on the door. “A lot of us migrated from what was once Eastern Canada.” He cocked his head at my blank expression. “Ontario? Québec?”

      “Oh. Ontario.” I nodded sagely, though the word was as foreign to my ears as craquelins de blé.

      “Anyway, good news: Your vehicles are cleared. We had to dispose of your snacks, but we’ll grab you some market vouchers to get you through tonight.” His gaze swept the room, settling on Irina. “Now, I don’t think I’ll need all of you for this next part—would I be right in guessing you’re in charge?”

      Irina squared her shoulders. “That you would.”

      “Then I’ll have you come with me, and we’ll sort out your visas.” He smiled, warm and reassuring. “Don’t worry. We get plenty of visitors from unincorporated zones. We’ll get you through in a jiffy. Two hours tops.”

      “Appreciate it.” Irina smiled broadly and followed him from the room. I could see she was nervous by the set of her shoulders, but I tried not to let it bother me. They’d let us in or they wouldn’t, and I’d figure it out from there.
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        * * *

      

      It was early evening when Irina got back, the low winter sun hanging red over Delpha. Lock was asleep, having lost his enthusiasm when Katja pocketed our snack fund, claiming we might need it later. Ben shook him awake, and he jumped up almost guiltily.

      “Sorry. Was I out long?”

      “Couple of hours.” Ben stood up, knees popping, and turned to Irina. “What happened? We good?”

      “We’re in,” she said. “Turns out they don’t get much traffic from the Echelon region. We’re the first in a decade, so we came as a surprise.”

      “So, they’ll see us?” Garr pushed forward, frowning. “Their trade council, or whoever?”

      “We’ll need to apply for an audience with their Senate. We can do that in the morning, but it might be a while till we hear anything. Beaulieu thought a week or so.”

      “A week?” Garr’s voice rose, outraged, but Irina waved him down.

      “We came without notice, and they’ve had problems with Echelon. We need to play by their rules and earn their trust.” Her eyes narrowed on me. “We’ll be put up as diplomats, but that comes with a curfew—in our hotel by eleven, in our rooms till dawn. We’re to stay clear of the government district between Eighth Street and Boundary. We don’t do any trading without the Senate’s approval—and that includes the private sector. I’ll be handing out market vouchers, so if you need anything, use those. And it goes without saying, treat the locals with respect. Watch what they’re doing, and do as they do. Everyone clear?”

      Eleven heads bobbed at once, and we murmured our assent. Irina stared us down a moment longer, then her shoulders went lax.

      “In that case, let’s get settled.” She turned and strode out, and I hastened to follow. A rush of excitement had overtaken me, now we were in. Market vouchers meant a market, which meant crowds and chatter, and a chance to explore. Three days on the road had left me stressed and twitchy. I itched to be doing something, stretching my legs.

      Katja jumped in with us on our way to the hotel. She took the middle seat, squeezing in next to Lock.

      “Bet you’re thanking me now, for scooping up all the change.” She jingled her pockets at us. “Everyone else just got vouchers. We’ve got thirty bucks.”

      I scowled. “What’s a buck?”

      “A dollar.” She waggled her brows at me. “You need to learn to listen. Solange called them that.”

      Lock cocked his head. “Solange?”

      “The guard with the curls. Beaulieu’s girlfriend, I think. She needed change for coffee, but he told her he only had twenty bucks.”

      “If you say so.” I shifted uncomfortably. “Anyway, what’s all this we? You planning on sharing?”

      “Why not? We’re roommates.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “Everyone’s sharing rooms, so it’s you and me again.”

      “Perfect.” I leaned back in my seat as Lock wove through the wide streets. Delpha was as he’d said, like Sky but not, foreign but familiar. Glass towers rose to the west, but our current street was brick and plaster, like some old-world postcard. Painted signs clashed with neon ones, some in English, some in French. I spotted a pair of water towers to the north, two massive tanks presiding over a concrete-clad industrial district.

      “They have their factories up top,” I said, mostly to show Katja I wasn’t completely asleep.

      “It’s all up top,” she said. “You can tell by the towers.”

      “The towers?” Lock craned to look, squinting into the sunset.

      “They’re spaced out in Sky, to distribute their weight. They can’t build just anywhere, with the Dirt underneath. They’ve got to pick where there’s support, and where there’s not, they build lighter structures. Otherwise—” She clapped her hands together. “Pancake city.”

      Lock winced at that, and I fell silent. We left the brick buildings behind and entered a more modern sector with sleek concrete high-rises overlooking well-lit streets. Trees had been planted along the sidewalks, their branches bare with winter. Weird shadows streamed over us as we passed underneath.

      “I think that one’s ours,” said Lock. He pointed up ahead at a white tower rising above the rest. Yellow light spilled from its entranceway, down a set of marble steps. “The Skylight Hotel.”

      “Looks like it.” Katja took in the scene. “I don’t see a porter. In Sky, that would mean it’s a dump. Here, well, I guess we’ll find out.”

      I bit my tongue on the obvious question—what’s a porter? The Skylight looked fancy to me, gaudy but nice. We found parking round back, in a lot marked GUESTS ONLY. That felt like a friendly touch, saving us spots. Inside was just as welcoming, with carpets so soft my heels sank into them, lamps hung with glass beads that glittered overhead. We rode up to our rooms in an elevator walled entirely in mirrors, and I couldn’t resist fixing my hair. Neither could Katja, and I took some satisfaction in that.

      Lock got off one floor below us, and I found myself shifting from foot to foot. I wasn’t ready to be cooped up again, with Katja of all people. She noticed me fidgeting and tipped me a wink.

      “Got it bad, huh?”

      “What?”

      “You know. Cabin fever.” She shook herself out like a dog with fleas. “Don’t worry. Me too. We’re locked in for tonight, but tomorrow’s all ours.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Katja found our room and ran the key through the reader. “Tell me this: What did you learn today?”

      “Huh?” I trailed after her, head spinning. Our room wasn’t large, but the beds looked soft, and our window looked out on a park. Katja flung her bag on her bed and flopped down after it.

      “Mm. Like a cloud.” She kicked at me as I passed. “I said, what’d you learn? What do you know now that you didn’t coming in?”

      I sat down on my own bed and kneaded my stiff legs. “Their dome’s three times the size of Echelon’s, and it doesn’t have to be.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “They could’ve built more towers. Crammed everyone in half the space. But they’ve got old-fashioned houses, and parks, even a forest. So either they’re swimming in gretha, or they trade with someone who is.”

      “Good.” Katja got out an emery board and set to work on her nails. “What about the people? What’d you pick up there?”

      “They’re not Dirtbags or Lofties.” I rubbed at my temples, gathering my thoughts. “They dress like—like, I don’t know. Like it’s not for show or for work, just... whatever felt right. Like it doesn’t matter who’s watching.”

      “Ha. Not bad.” Katja reached for a pillow and tucked it under her head. “We’ll go scouting tomorrow, you and me.”

      I sat up abruptly, simmering with resentment. Katja was toying with me, tugging me this way and that. Keeping me off-balance, and the worst part was, it was working. I shot her a poisonous look. “Is this fun for you, what you’re doing?”

      “What am I doing?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.” I shook my head. “It’s like, you’re one thing, then some other thing—putting me down one minute, building me up the next. Messing with Lock and Ben, trying to—trying to—”

      “Learn something about you.” She raised herself on one elbow, and her eyes were suddenly cold. “This trip is serious for you. I can see that. I needed to know how serious, before I decided how far to trust you.”

      I stood up, fuming. “And how far is that?”

      “Enough to take you scouting.” She sank back into the mattress. “But first, take a bath. You smell like old cheese.”

      “Yeah. And you’re a rose.” I wanted to kick her, but a bath did sound good. And I had to admit, so did scouting. Much as I didn’t trust her, I wanted Katja to trust me—and as I shucked off my tunic, it hit me just why. I stood staring at my reflection, the color draining from my cheeks. The way she nagged and needled, the way she found my soft spots and burrowed in deep, that had been me and Ona, before our world fell apart.

      I felt my eyes prickle as I finished undressing. I’d shattered Ona’s trust, and she’d sent me on my way. I wondered if she felt as alone as I did, in her new towertop perch. If she wished, as I did, that she could erase that awful night—the things I’d done, the things she’d said. That awful, final rejection.

      I started the water running and pictured Delpha instead, its wide streets and rambling districts. Tomorrow, I’d see it by daylight, and who knew what I’d find? A cure for Lock, maybe. For Ona, as well. I closed my eyes and clung to that hope as the steam billowed around me.
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      We came down to breakfast to find the hotel’s café buzzing, Irina and Garr huddled over coffee, Ben and Lock loitering by the buffet. Katja took in the scene, and her brows drew together.

      “Hey.” She snapped her fingers. “Yeah, you. Lock and Ben.”

      They exchanged puzzled glances, but came over to join us. Ben handed me something powdery wrapped in a napkin.

      “It’s a jelly donut,” he said. “They’re good.”

      I bit into it and grunted as jelly squirted down my chin. Katja ignored me, gesturing at Irina.

      “What’s up with her?”

      “It’s the Senate,” said Lock. “They want to see us today.”

      My brows shot up. “What, all of us?”

      “No. Just Irina and Garr.” Ben pulled a face. “Guess we’re just twiddling our thumbs. Though, I saw they have a pool. We could go swimming, or—”

      “Nope. We’re—hold on.” Katja snaked my donut and bit it in half. She chewed, swallowed, and handed it back. “Disgusting.” She got one hand on Lock’s shoulder, one on Ben’s, and hurried us toward the elevator. “Now, listen. The Senate giving us an immediate audience could mean one of two things. Myla?”

      “Huh?” I licked sugar off my lips. “Uh—they really want to trade with us? Or...”

      “Yeah?”

      We got on the elevator, and I watched the doors slide shut. “They want to get it over with and see us on our way?”

      “That’s the more likely scenario, don’t you think?” Her lips went tight. “Which means we might just have today to dig up all the intel we can.”

      “We’re going exploring?” Ben perked up. “I could use some fresh air.”

      “Not exploring exactly,” said Katja. “More like a fact-finding mission, but that doesn’t mean it won’t be fun.”

      The elevator stopped on our floor, and Ben’s eyes went round as we arrived at our room. “Hey, what gives? Ours isn’t half this size.”

      “And check out their bath.” Lock let out a moan, poking into our bathroom. “We just got a shower. And it’s one of those lame ones, no steam jets or anything.”

      “Boys. Focus.” Katja dropped her bag on her bed and pulled out a camera. She draped it around Lock’s neck and stood back, lips pursed. Lock lifted the camera and peered into the lens.

      "What’s this for?”

      “To show you’re a bumpkin. You know, first time in town, dazzled by the sights.” She went into her bag again and grabbed a patchwork hat. Lock’s brows drew together as she settled it over his ears.

      “I look stupid,” he said.

      “Kind of the point.” She turned to me, appraising. “You three are my cover. Take those thirty bucks and treat yourselves. Have fun. Be kids.”

      “Kids.” I snorted. “What are you, twenty-five?”

      “Rude.” She went into her bag and came out with a street map. “I snagged this at customs. Keep it out and keep looking at it, even if you’re not lost.”

      Ben peered into her bag. “Don’t I get something? A compass? A cane?”

      “How about cash?” Katja tossed him a jingling pouch. “And you can share Myla’s map. You’ll be cute as buttons, knocking heads over that.”

      I huffed, annoyed. “And you?”

      “I’ll be blending in. Listening. Doing the real work.” She went to the bedside table, found a magazine, and leafed through it. “More casual, less—” She pulled the pins from her hair and let it tumble down her back, undid the top two buttons of her shirt. “Now, some color, some flash...”

      “This, maybe?” I plucked a scarf from her bag, filmy and red. She took it with a smile and knotted it round her waist.

      “See? I knew you were smart.” Katja turned to the mirror and took in her reflection. “Not perfect, but I’ll pass.”

      “Does this actually take pictures?” Lock raised his camera and pointed it at me.

      “It does, but don’t waste them. Film’s hard to find.” Katja pushed down Lock’s lens and jabbed a finger at my phone. “And get that out of sight. Theirs are more square-looking, and they don’t bend that way.”

      I peeled my phone off my wrist and stuffed it in my pocket. “Satisfied?”

      Katja nodded. “Let’s slip out the back,” she said. “Take the stairs to the fire door. I’d like to avoid any gawkers, seeing word’s out we’re here.”

      We headed out as she’d said, down the stairs and through the parking lot, across a narrow strip of lawn. Katja borrowed my map and gave it a once-over.

      “Closest market’s just west of here, past that red sign.” She handed the map to Ben and surveyed the street. “You three go ahead, give me some space. I’ll whistle if I need you. Otherwise, we’re strangers.”

      “Sounds about right,” muttered Ben. Lock chuckled, and I wondered what they’d got up to last night, sharing their crappy room. They seemed more relaxed today, more at ease with each other. Lock hadn’t even flinched at Katja calling me and Ben cute. He fell in to my left, and Ben to my right, and we headed for the red sign in a companionable knot.

      “It’s kind of dirty by day,” said Lock, running his fingers along a water-stained wall. “I like it. Feels lived-in.”

      “Crowded, more like.” Ben jerked back from the curb as a blue car streaked past. “Whoa. They just—right in the city.” He pressed his hand to his chest. “I mean, I saw it last night, but... Is it like that in Sky?”

      I shook my head. “No. It’s all trains there. You can hire a horse cart, but that’s just for fun.”

      “Didn’t you press the button?” A gray-clad man pushed between us. He slapped a big button, and something beeped overhead. “You’ve got to press,” he said. “You don’t have crosswalks back home?”

      Adrenaline hit me, a cold jolt through my veins. He’d made us. One block out, and we’d been rumbled. Lock touched my arm, and my panic died down. Of course we stood out. We weren’t meant to fit in. We were dressed up as tourists, acting as Katja’s cover. As long as we didn’t mention Echelon, we’d be fine.

      “Hey. I said, don’t you have crosswalks?”

      I forced a casual eyeroll. “Weren’t you eavesdropping? Just trains.”

      “Oh. You’re from Sonne.” He pushed his hair out of his face. “I ski up there, but that year-round snow—brr. I don’t know how you stand it.”

      A light blinked across the street, and traffic ground to a halt. That beep came again, and our companion set forth.

      “Well, come on. It changes back.”

      Ben clenched his fists, but he stepped off the curb. Lock hurried past him, breaking into a trot. I ran after him, map flapping, pulse pounding in my ears. The cars had stopped, sure, but their engines were still purring as we raced for safety. Ben grabbed hold of me on the other side, glancing back over his shoulder.

      “We’ve got to do that every block?”

      “You’re asking me?”

      “I could get used to it,” said Lock. “The driving, at least. I’d kill for a car like that. Wouldn’t you?”

      “They don’t look that sturdy.” Ben eyed a parked one, all sharp lines and angles. “Take that one, for instance. One bump, one bounce, and there goes your transmission.”

      “Killjoy.” Lock snapped a picture. “Whoops.”

      “You did that on purpose,” I said, but a fresh distraction had caught my eye. The street up ahead was hung with lights, a wide web of wires festooned with tiny bulbs. The market sprawled beneath them across a flagstoned square—food stalls and book carts and tents filled with goods. I made my way to a fruit stand and rummaged through the wares while I scanned for Katja. She hadn’t arrived yet, or she’d snuck past us somehow.

      “You don’t have to do that. They’re all ripe.”

      I jumped, startled. “What?”

      “Finger my melons.” The vendor made a shooing motion. “They’re out of season. From Marche. By the time they get up here, they’re ready to eat.”

      “Oh.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “How much are they?”

      “Five bucks for one, eight for two. Bag one up for you?”

      “Maybe later.” I retreated, embarrassed, and nearly bumped into Ben. He caught me by my elbow and steadied me on my feet.

      “Check her out, already.” Ben nodded past Lock. So Katja had snuck by. She was perusing a rack of scarves, her face a mask of boredom. A red-faced man hung over her, shouting over her shoulder, at some kid stacking jars.

      “—so you can say you’re not political—hey! This is important.” He jostled Katja, nearly knocking her off her feet. “You can say you don’t vote, but what if everyone thought like you? What if election day rolled round, and you kids all stayed home?”

      Katja said something, and the shouting man froze. His face turned volcanic, and he rounded on her.

      “The same—did I hear that right? You kids, I swear! Macklin’s for law and order, a cop on every corner. Charest’s for education. You let that slip, you let our schools slip, that’s when you need cops. An ignorant populace—”

      “You think she needs help?” Lock edged up behind me, towering over the crowd. I shook my head.

      “She said she’d whistle, remember? Besides, that’s her whole thing—wind ‘em up, watch ‘em go.”

      “My tongue’s still raw from those peppers.” Lock made a face. “Ugh, are those more of them? Don’t tell me—” He reached for a jar. “Coo-ers, uh—”

      “Coeurs d’artichauts.” An older woman popped up, wiping her hands. “Northerners, I take it?” She plucked the jar from Lock’s hand and twisted it open. “Try one. They’re not hot.”

      Lock hesitated. “How much?”

      “My gift to you.”

      He reached out and took one, pinching it like a slug, between thumb and forefinger. Oil streamed down his palm, and he licked it off. “Oh. It’s good. It’s—” He popped the whole thing in his mouth, and his eyes fluttered shut. “Sour, but sort of... tangy?”

      “That’s the vinegar.” She offered me the jar. “For you, miss?”

      I took one, mostly to be polite, and gulped it down quickly. “Where are those from? Do you grow them, or—”

      “No, this is Lights Market. We’re all import-export. For domestic stuff, you want West Market.” She smiled. “I’m Camilla, by the way. I’m from Orlov, so I know what you’re going through. I was lost my whole first year here.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” I licked oil off my fingers and wiped them on my pants. “So, you trade a lot with other domes?”

      “Oh, we trade with everyone—the domes, the floats, the caravans.” She flashed a black-toothed grin. “I’ve got pickles from Southland, beetroot from Vale. Ice wine from Sonne, though you look a tad young for that.”

      “And you can go to all those places? Get in your car and just—”

      “At my age? Hardly.” Camilla clapped the lid on her artichokes and wiped down the jar. “You could, though, take the grand tour. A lot of kids do that, a road trip before college. All you’d need is a passport—and a car, of course, but—” She bent, a touch stiffly, and came up with a sack. I watched, surprised, as she slipped the artichokes inside. “These are for you, now you’ve had your mitts in them.”

      “We’ll pay,” said Ben. He dug out our pouch and pulled the drawstring. “How much? We have thirty, but if you need more—”

      “Nonsense. They’re a gift.” Camilla winked at us. “Now, scram. I’ve got real customers.”

      We scrammed, slightly dazed, Ben lagging behind. Lock stopped to wait for him, still licking his lips.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know.” Ben gaped at the market stalls, as though seeing them for the first time. He laughed, soft and shaky, and slapped himself on the forehead. “It’s just, these people, this stuff—it’s been here all along. They trade for all this, and we starve through the winters. They’d have traded with us, maybe—and what the hell’s a float?” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “The grand tour before college. Was that English, or what?”

      “Hey, come on.” Lock took his arm and guided him to a bench. “Sit down. It’s a shock, I know.”

      “I guess you would, huh?” Ben sank down gratefully and let his head hang. “Was it like this, going to Sky? Seeing it all for the first time?”

      “Oh, yeah. Worse, maybe.” Lock pulled a face. “We got off that elevator, and I was planning my first visit home. And then Prium tells us, oh no, uh-uh. Dirt to Sky’s a one-way trip. No visits, no letters—I went back to the house, ran a bath, and just—”

      “What?” Ben glanced up, frowning. Lock had gone crimson.

      “Took a bath?” He made a coughing sound. “And cried, maybe, a little? In a very manly way.”

      Ben snorted. “Yeah? How would that go?”

      I squeezed in between them before the elbows could start to fly. “I’ve seen you cry too, Ben, so don’t get too cocky.”

      “Seriously?”

      I felt Lock shake with laughter, and a deep groan from Ben. “It is rough, though,” I said. I nudged Ben gently, to show I was on his side. “Coming up from the Dirt, seeing everything you’ve never—”

      “Did you say the Dirt?” Leather creaked just behind us—a man in a wheelchair. He spun round to face us, and we all drew back, bristling. He raised his hands in apology and shook his head side to side. “Sorry. Not to pry, or anything. I just thought I heard—”

      “Is that a Dirt brand?” Lock reached for his right hand and turned it palm-up. “You’re from Echelon?”

      “Echelon, then Clearwater, and now I’m a Delphite.” He stuck out his hand, and Ben shook it. “I’m Vanya.”

      “Vanya. From Clearwater.” Ben’s brow furrowed. “Starkey’s from there, I think. The town with the gretha vent, up the gorge from the bridge. But, didn’t they—”

      “Fifty years ago this spring.” Vanya kneaded his leg, as though to soothe some deep ache. “Lazrad’s men came, and they shot us like dogs. Filled our vent in with tar.” His expression turned sharp. “But Starkey—little Joe Stark? He’s still alive?”

      “As of last week.” I frowned. “But, wait. You came here—how’d you do that?”

      Vanya scratched his chin, nails rasping on stubble. “It was Ania’s idea. My wife. With Clearwater gone, oh, we’d lost everything. Everyone was talking about rebuilding, digging the tar out of the vent. But she loaded our van, all our worldly possessions and enough gretha for a week. I’ll never forget it.” His eyes went watery, and he closed them. “She laid me out—I’d been shot—laid me out in back, and she said, ‘We’re going.’ And I knew what that meant. We’d drive till we found someplace, or we’d drive till we died. People did that back then. Maybe they still do. Their things would turn up at swap meets, and you’d know not to ask.”

      I swallowed. “But you found this place.”

      “Not exactly.” Vanya took a deep breath. “We overshot by a day’s drive. A caravan found us. We’d have died if they hadn’t. We were headed for nowhere.”

      I felt Lock shiver beside me. He rubbed at his face.

      “But you are here. You made it. So you told them, right?” His voice went thick. “You told them what life’s like, down in the Dirt. And your town, you told them. They know it’s gone, right?”

      Vanya sighed hoarsely. “I told them. They know.”

      “And they never went for the others? They never sent help? Why wouldn’t you make them?”

      “What could I do?” Vanya clutched at his leg again, digging in deep. “It’s the exclusion zone, you know? Nobody goes there. Not even the caravans. It’s—”

      “Ivan? Oh, Vanya?” A thin voice drifted over from behind a yellow tent.

      “Ah, that’s Ania now.” Vanya reached in his pocket and came out with a card. “Take this, though. Call me. One Dirtbag to another, anything you need.” He pressed it into my hand and went for his wheels. “Coming, darling.”

      I sat stunned and staring, watching Vanya roll away. Ben snatched his card and held it up to the light.

      “A bunch of numbers? What’s it for?”

      “A phone, I think?” Lock peered over my shoulder. “But there’s not enough numbers. It’s meant to be ten.”

      “Maybe it’s different here.” I took the card back and slipped it in my pocket. “The exclusion zone? We’re... excluded?”

      “Hey.” Katja came up behind us, leaning over the bench. “I’m headed uptown for a bit. You three should get back to the hotel.”

      “We’ll come with you,” said Ben, but Katja shook her head.

      “They’re holding a rally—some kind of protest. Things can get heated when politics are involved.” She reached down and mussed Lock’s hair. “Personally, I wouldn’t mind a set of big, beefy bodyguards, but Irina said keep you safe, so go on. Scoot.”

      “But—” Ben scrambled to his feet, but Lock just rolled his eyes.

      “Too late. She’s off.” He stood up more slowly, smoothing his hair into place. “A whole exclusion zone for Lazrad. They must be pretty scared of her, huh?”

      “More like cheap. War’s expensive.” Ben spat on the flagstones. “But look where that’s got them. She’s got her sights on all this now, and what’s Delpha going to do about it? Snarl her up at customs? Pelt her with artichokes?” He shook his fist at no one in particular. “Yeah, how’s it feel now, Lazrad scratching at your gates?”

      I yanked his arm down, seeing heads turning our way. “Save your rage for the battle.”

      “Besides, they don’t have gates.” Lock tried a smile, but it twisted into a grimace. “Or walls, or cannons. She’ll just march right in, and you know what?”

      “What?”

      Lock reached into Ben’s pocket and snatched our cash. “I’m getting more artichokes, while the getting’s good.”

      Ben stared for a moment, jaw lax. Then, he burst out laughing, and I couldn’t help but join in. Still, the morning seemed darker, even as the sun climbed toward noon. I zipped up my jacket, feeling cold.
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      Irina caught us in the street, headed back to the hotel. “You. And you. Perfect. We were about to send a search party.” She grabbed me and Lock and marched us toward her truck.

      “Wait. What’s happening?” I squirmed in her grasp.

      “The Senate wants to see you.”

      “Who, us?” Lock’s eyes went round. “Ben too?”

      “No. Just our Decemites.” Irina reached past him and opened the door. “I’ll explain on the way. Just get in.”

      Lock did, and I followed. Irina slammed the door. She hopped into the driver’s seat and pulled away from the curb.

      “They want a demonstration,” she said, and her knuckles whitened on the wheel. “I need you to show them what a Decemite army could do their city.”

      I cocked a brow. “How do you mean?”

      “I mean, go nuts.” Irina’s voice roughened. “It’ll be a staged fight, just the two of you, but I want you to scare them. Crack walls. Topple pillars. Toss each other into the furniture. Don’t hurt them—you’re not to touch anyone except for each other—but I want those senators pissing their pants. I want them looking at you two and seeing a whole army. An army of Decemites, bearing down on their city. Think you can manage that?”

      Lock drove his fist into his palm. “I could do with some exercise.”

      “And you?”

      I ground my teeth, thinking of Vanya and Clearwater, fifty years of bitter memories. Fifty years of cold comfort, knowing he could do nothing to help those left behind. “Soaked seats. I got it. I take it things aren’t going so well?”

      “They’ve got some kind of exclusion zone, some big embargo on everything inside. That’s pretty much all of us. Windham’s technically on the outside, but what’s up there? Chickens? Delpha’s got plenty. So we can’t trade. They won’t join us. Not unless you can show them it’s in their best interests.”

      “You can count on us.” I clenched my fists at my sides. My blood was singing already, thunder in my ears and copper on my tongue. I’d show them, all right. I’d make them see.

      Headed into the government district, the buildings grew ornate with soaring white columns and marble façades. Spiked iron fences walled off lush green lawns. Soldiers stood like statues, carbines on their shoulders. Lock let out a whistle.

      “So they do have an army.”

      “And quite an impressive one.” Irina pressed her lips together. “They don’t use blasters in the city, but they have them, and tanks. They’d be quite an ally, if they’d just wake up.” She slowed, approaching a set of high gates, and a soldier stepped forward.

      “Morning, ma’am. Passes?”

      Irina handed a set of papers out the window. The officer looked them over, nodded, and handed them back.

      “Drive through.”

      The gates opened slowly with an electronic whine. We drove up to the steps, and more soldiers were waiting. They formed a tight box around us and marched us inside, down a wide marble hall, into a cavernous chamber lined on all sides with benches. Pale columns supported a high, vaulted ceiling—but for all its size, the room felt crowded. The benches were full, row upon row of them, at least a hundred senators, maybe twice that number.

      “The Decemites.” Our guards stepped aside, heels clacking together. I drew myself up, feeling exposed.

      “Them?” One of the senators cocked his head, a thin, weedy man with hair like a dandelion. “The little one too?”

      I realized he meant me, and I felt myself go tense.

      “Their size doesn’t matter,” said Irina. “They might look like children, but... Mind if we proceed?”

      “By all means.” The senator waved his hand, and our guard backed away. Lock glanced at me, and I nodded. We stepped forward in tandem, our boots squeaking on the floor. Somewhere behind us, someone blew their nose.

      Lock took my hand, and he pulled me toward him. I smiled, and he spun me away.

      “What are they doing? Dancing?”

      A titter went up, and I dropped into a crouch. I jerked Lock down on top of me and hoisted him on my shoulder. I whirled across the room with his coat whipping behind me and flung him down hard on a table stacked with papers. It split in two with a crack and an explosion of splinters. A nearby senator jumped back, hand clapped to his cheek. Several more scattered in a flurry of robes. Shrieks filled the air, someone shouting I’d killed him, but Lock was on his feet already. He’d armed himself with a table leg, and he came at me swinging, eyes burning, teeth bared.

      I ducked his assault, and he cracked an empty bench instead. I jumped on it, roaring, and aimed a kick at his jaw. Lock caught my foot, grinning wide.

      “Sorry. You know I gotta.”

      I rolled my eyes and he tipped me, sending me sailing over the bench. A soft lap cushioned my landing, and I found myself in the arms of a handsome young man. He gaped at me, wide-eyed, and I patted him on the cheek.

      “Thanks for the cushion.”

      “You’re—you’re welcome?”

      I mimed a kiss and jumped up, tearing after Lock. I ducked his club and tackled him, and he spun me into a column. My ribs cracked, and so did the ceiling, a great branching rift spreading over our heads. Plaster broke loose and scattered at our feet. Our boots crunched in it as we grappled. I jammed my knee between Lock’s legs and sent him staggering off-balance.

      “Stop it!” yelled someone. “Stop—” The voice wasn’t Lock’s or Irina’s. I blocked it out and kept going, advancing on Lock. He grabbed me by the collar and flung me like a doll. I somersaulted mid-air and landed lightly on my feet. Lock was still coming, every thundering footfall setting off fresh showers of plaster. I climbed the benches like stairs, senators diving for cover as I leapt over their heads.

      “Take this.” I tore a candelabrum off the wall and snapped it in two just for fun. Lock ducked as I whipped it at him, one half, then the other. The first sailed right over him and embedded itself in the door. The second, he caught, and wound up to fling it back.

      “No. No, don’t throw that.” I spotted a puff of white hair, and our weedy host was on his feet, arms flapping outlandishly as he thrust himself between us. “Stop it. Just stop. That paneling’s new, and those ceilings, those floors—that’ll cost thousands to repair. Oh, look what you’ve done.” He bent over the wreckage and rescued something shiny. Bright blue ink streaked down his front, and he shrieked in dismay. “My pen, even. This wasn’t—”

      “As you can see, they’re quite deadly.” Irina stepped forward. “These two were just playing, and as you’ve seen, they’re quite destructive. They’re strong. They’re fast. Now, imagine an army of hundreds, all—”

      “So they’re dangerous.” A tall woman rose, robes rustling in the quiet. “I’ve still seen no evidence Echelon plans to use them against us. No—this reeks of manipulation. You convince us Lazrad’s a threat. We take her out. I see how you’d benefit, but what does Lazrad stand to gain, marching hundreds of miles through the desert to annex a peaceful state?”

      “You’ve seen her maps,” said Irina. “And she’s building an army. What more evidence do you need?”

      “Those maps don’t prove anything, except she’s gathering intelligence. We do that too. We’re not planning any invasions."

      “I’m with Elise on that,” said Dandelion-Head. “Still, their offer of rigur is tempting. Trade might not be—”

      “Out of the question.” A new senator got up, face red as a brick. “Lazrad’s quiet for now, but even sleeping lions have teeth. We start trading in the exclusion zone, who knows what she’ll do? We’ve stayed safe for decades. Why risk it all now?”

      Lock made a strangled sound. Irina shot him a warning look, but it was me who boiled over. My ribs were still aching where Lock had crushed them to powder, my head ringing where he’d flung me into the column. Every pang, every ache, only fueled my frustration, and the senators’ selfish smugness sent me over the edge.

      “Excuse me.” I strode forward, through the wreckage of the desk.

      “Myla—” Irina caught my sleeve, but I shook her off.

      “I’ve seen your city,” I said. “I’ve seen your people. I’ve seen how you live. Have you seen where I’m from?”

      Elise made an amused sound. “What, the Dirt?”

      “It’s not funny.” I lowered my head as my color rose, and I felt my eyes prickle. “I heard something today, in the Lights Market. I heard you’re all smart here. You’ve got schools, education, and that’s why life’s so good. That’s why it’s not like the Dirt, with a guard on every corner like we were all born in jail.”

      Dandelion-Head shook his mane. “Listen, miss—”

      “No, you listen. Please.” I grabbed Lock’s hand, pulled him next to me. “Me and him can barely read. We stopped school at ten. It’s like that for everyone in the Dirt. They keep us down, keep us dumb, keep us scared. We can’t picture another life, besides what we’ve got, so it doesn’t seem worth it to rise up and fight.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “But we die young anyway. They take us for Decemites, or they work us to death. His mom's got the Undercrud—that’s where you cough till you tear your own lungs apart—and they could save her, but they won’t. They got her best years out of her, so—”

      “What are you getting at?”

      I gripped Lock’s hand tighter, and I felt him squeeze back. “You trade with everyone else,” I said. “I saw in the market, you’ve got artichokes from... Sonne? Or Southland, or Vale—you’ve got... If Lazrad came for them, you’d step in, right?”

      Elise chuckled. “If Lazrad attacked Sonne? Do you even know where that is?”

      I threw up my hands. “No. That’s the point. That’s what I’m asking: Are our lives worth less because we’re ignorant, we’re poor? Because we don’t have beets or ice wine, or an army of our own? Do we just have to die because of where we were born? Are you like Lazrad, saying that’s all we deserve?” I clutched Lock’s hand, breathing hard. He shifted a little closer. Off in the backbenches, someone cleared his throat. I recognized the young senator from earlier, the one I’d patted on the cheek.

      “She raises a fair point,” he said. He stood up and squared his shoulders. “We call ourselves enlightened. We call ourselves humanitarians. But these people are suffering, and we’re turning our backs. Surely our position demands—”

      “Our first responsibility is to our own people. You’d do well to remember that.” Elise’s expression went frosty, and she turned to Irina. “You, come with me. The rest of you, clear out. And keep those Decemites in their rooms. I will not have them wandering, wreaking havoc in my streets.” She scooped up her papers and stepped down. I felt my heart sink.

      “Wait. You can’t—”

      “Come.” Garr took my arm as the guards closed in around us.

      “But I didn’t—”

      “And you won’t.” His grip tightened on my wrist, a warning. Still, his voice was gentle as he led me away. “Irina knows what she’s doing. We won’t get everything we came for, but we won’t leave with nothing.”

      Lock made a sound at that, a sort of bitter humph. But he came along softly, head down. He stayed quiet on the drive back and went upstairs without a word. I did the same, and I wasn’t surprised to find my floor under guard, two soldiers by the elevator, two more on my door. I went inside, lay down, and watched the sky shift through bright noonday yellow to ochre to black. Katja slipped in around curfew and plopped down on a hassock. She pulled off her boots and shook the dirt on the carpet.

      “Heard you had a good day.”

      “Well, you heard wrong.” I rolled away from her, turning my face to the wall.

      “Did I, though?” Katja shifted behind me. “Irina’s back. We’ve got our gretha.”

      “Wait, what?” I sat up, surprised. “But they shot us down. Kicked us out.”

      “Of course they did. They’ve seen the maps. They know Lazrad’s got eyes here, maybe even in the Senate. They were hardly going to deal with us right there on the floor. But we got our trade—rigur for gretha, six months, on a trial basis.” She peeled off her socks and wiggled her toes. “‘Course, you’re still in trouble, going off the way you did.”

      “What about guns? Or soldiers? Did they—”

      “No military aid. But, hey, take the win. We’re leaving with a month’s worth, and those medical tanks for your friend. That’s what you came for, right?”

      “I suppose.” I stared at the floor, at the plush grain of the carpet. “I just thought—I don’t know. It’s been a long day.”

      “You think too much.” Katja got up and drifted past me, fingertips brushing my shoulder. “Irina might be pissed, but for the record, I’m on your side.”

      I blinked. “My side?”

      “Your big rant.” She flicked the light off. “A speech like that, it’s got legs. The guards’ll take it home with them, and maybe some of those senators. They’ll pass it on to their friends. You planted a seed today. It won’t grow overnight, but with time, we’ll see fruit.” She lay down and stretched out. “Anyway, get some sleep. We’re out of here first thing.”

      I lay down and closed my eyes, but sleep didn’t come. Lights twinkled across Delpha, and I pretended they were stars, a great, distant galaxy to guide me through the night.
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      The sandstorm kicked up, closing in on Stillwater, sheets of grit hitting our windshield like rain. Ben switched on his low beams, squinting to find our way. I leaned forward with my hands on the dash.

      “Where’s the dome?”

      “Huh?” Ben frowned. “The storm’s not that bad. We should be seeing it by now.”

      “Well, I’m not.” I wrinkled my nose. “Do you smell smoke?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” Ben swerved into the valley, cursing as he did. “Aw, hell. That is smoke.” He reached for his radio and thumbed it on. “Convoy, hang back. D’you read me? Hang back. We’ve got smoke up ahead, and the dome’s down. Over.”

      A burst of static came through, then Irina cut in. “—investigate? Over.”

      “Didn’t catch that. Come again?”

      “I said, copy that. Get out and investigate. Over.”

      “Fine. Copy.” Ben pulled over and cut the lights. “She wants us to check it out.”

      “I heard.” I pulled up my hood and braced myself against the storm. Ben caught my sleeve as I reached for the door.

      “Be careful,” he said. “If there’s been an attack, it could still be going on.”

      I nodded, throat tight. An attack. Jetha had warned me this could happen. They all had. I could picture it now, the Decemites in their buggies, storming the gates. The sandstorm would’ve covered them till it was too late. I’d have sensed them coming, but of course, I’d been—

      “Watch your step,” said Ben. My heel came down on something soft—something that squidged and crunched. I looked down and wished I hadn’t. I’d trod on a lamb, pop-eyed in death. Its jaws still gaped wide in a great, dying gasp.

      I swallowed hard and stepped over it. Ben waved me east, and he went west. I circled round Stillwater, past a buggy on fire and two more dead sheep. The houses were dark, and when I peered inside, I saw no one, dead or alive. Ben came up behind me and shone a light into the big house.

      “This was a bugout, not a massacre.” He nudged me inside and shut the door behind us. “Still, it’s bad losing the livestock. It’ll be a lean winter.”

      “Where’d they go? The Nest?”

      Ben shook his head. “Not with so many of them. Too much risk they’d be spotted, bringing that much traffic up the mountain.” He reached for his radio. “Hey, it’s a bugout. No casualties, unless—Myla?”

      I shrugged. “Not that I saw.”

      “No apparent casualties. We’re headed back. Over.”

      Irina’s voice crackled back to us. “Hurry up. We’ve got news.”

      We jogged back to our truck with the wind in our faces. It wouldn’t start at first, the engine rattling and wheezing. I glanced at Ben, worried.

      “What’s the matter with it?”

      “The sand filters need flushing.” He let the ignition rest and tried it again. This time, it caught, and Ben turned us around. He drove us back up the valley where the convoy was waiting. Irina jumped down to meet us, Katja following behind.

      “We have radio contact,” she said. “The good news is, nearly everyone got out safe. The Decemites kept—Jay said he looked back, and they were shooting into the air. Decemites, firing warning shots.” She eyed Lock with distaste. “That sound right to you?”

      “It’d depend on the mission.” He shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, we’re not—”

      “And they didn’t have that body armor, those big masks you wear.” She gestured at her own mask, as though to illustrate her point. “They just had vests and goggles, no headgear, no shields. Jay said he wouldn’t have known they were Decemites, except they were bare-faced and breathing.”

      “They could be those new recruits,” said Lock. “Decemites’ masks do have air filters, but that’s not why we wear them. They’re made for the harvest, to keep off the steam. A blast of that in your face—nanobots or no nanobots, you’ll be blind as a bat. But those new guys don’t harvest, so—”

      “What aren’t you telling us?” Ben bore down on Irina, shouldering Lock to one side. “You said the good news is, they got out safe. What’s the bad news?”

      Irina exhaled sharply. “Most of them did get out, and they joined up with a nomad group just west of here. It’s the same one holding Prium, so they’ll be safe for now. But, Ben—” Her expression turned strained, a subtle tightening around her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Your aunt’s not with them,” said Katja. “The Decemites snatched her. They went straight for her.”

      “What—” Ben’s voice cracked. “What do you mean, went straight for her?”

      “She was their mission. They weren’t interested in anyone else.” Irina stood up straighter. “They shot out her tires and dragged her off. Sergey chased after them, but the sandstorm—”

      “No.” Ben stumbled backward, thumping into his truck. “We need to go after her. Right now, all of us. We need—”

      “We can’t.” Katja glanced toward Stillwater. “They’re taking prisoners now. We can’t risk being captured, knowing what we know. They’d break us, and if they couldn’t, they’d use us as hostages. We’d can’t take that chance, not just for—”

      “We’re not leaving my aunt.” Ben grabbed my arm. “You’re coming, right? You’ll help bring her home?”

      “We don’t know where they took her.” I squinted west, through the sandstorm. “She could be in Echelon by now. Getting back in, after everything—”

      “Or she could still be out here.” Ben’s eyes lit up. “No—she is. Their buggies, remember?” He seized Katja by her shoulders. “Their filters are crap. A storm like this, they’d need to flush every few hours. That’d be at least four stops. They might even camp overnight.”

      “That’s true,” said Lock. “We’d hunker down in the vents when the storms got bad. Easier than flushing the filters with the wind blowing down our necks.”

      “So we’re going. We’re going, right?” Ben turned to Lock, then to me. “Tell me you’re in.”

      “You can have Myla,” said Irina. “But Lock’s coming with us. We can’t lose both our Decemites, if you run into trouble.”

      “Myla?” Ben’s eyes were on me, bright with hope. I looked away, feeling sick. I liked Jetha—I did—but if we found her, what then? Ambush her captors? Take them on? Last time I’d done that, I’d shot a kid Ona’s age, blown out his kneecaps and left him sniveling in the dirt. I hadn’t killed anyone, but Ben had, or maybe Lita. I’d run over the corpse, and in the heat of the moment, I’d wanted to do it. Accelerated into it. I’d felt something, then, a bloodthirsty rage that left me shaken to my core. I wasn’t that person, that killer. I couldn’t be.

      “Myla?” Ben touched my shoulder, a soft, pleading gesture. “You will come, right?”

      “Where would we even look?”

      “We’ll head straight for Echelon. Straight for the gorge. There’s just one way across, so they’d have to head there.”

      I cocked my head, doubtful. “There’s a whole lot of desert between here and the gorge. We could drive past them and never know.”

      “I’ll call the gatherers,” said Ben. “Lita’s still raiding gretha. Her camp’s on our way. With all of us spread out, our chances are good.”

      I ducked my head to hide my doubt. The desert was boundless. Our chances were slim. But I knew Ben’s desperation. I knew it in my bones. I’d felt that same panic when Ona went missing. Nothing could’ve kept me from rushing to find her, and come hell or high water, I knew Ben would do the same. He’d search and keep searching till he brought Jetha home safe—or till he got captured, or got himself killed. I couldn’t let him go alone.

      “That could work,” I lied. I nodded slowly as the germ of an idea took hold—a farfetched plan, and a foolish one, but the only plan I had. I girded my resolve and started toward the truck. “We should get going if we’re doing this.”

      “If you don’t find anything by dawn, I want you back with us.” Irina grabbed Ben by the shoulder and spun him to face her. “Let me hear you say it. If the sun comes up and you’re nowhere—”

      “We’ll come back.” He shook her off and hopped in the truck. “C’mon, Myla. Time’s wasting.”

      I heard Lock call out as I jumped up after Ben—stay safe, or maybe wait—but I barely heard him. I’d flipped into mission mode, just like I’d seen him do. Only, I wouldn’t be taking orders, not even from Ben. I’d written my own objective for this one: No one gets hurt.

      “Keep watch to your right,” said Ben. “I’ve got the left.”

      “Sure.” I slid my phone out of my pocket and flipped the network switch. Ben glanced at it, scowling.

      “What’s that?”

      “Just a compass app,” I said, making it up as I went. “It’ll show if we’re off-course.” I watched the white uplink circle spin and try to close. It spun and spun, then stopped and turned gray. No signal, not yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

      “Keep staring at that, you’ll miss our mark.”

      “I won’t.” I set my phone on the dashboard and Ben sped through the storm. The sand whipped around us, and I willed the Decemites to stay away. I needed a signal first—even a weak one would do. I just needed to make a call, one quick call home, to put my plan into action.

      Ben seemed to navigate by instinct, arrowing through the night. We left the mountains and the thin yellow grass behind us. The storm eased, then blew up again, the wind howling in our ears. Ben’s mood only blackened the farther we drove. Lita checked in to report a flat, then again to say she’d patched it. Some kid spotted taillights, which turned out to be ours. Ben swore, low and furious, and I heard him grinding his teeth.

      “Ben?”

      He growled, and my phone chirped. My signal was up.

      “Ben. Stop the truck.”

      “Huh? What’s the matter?” He pulled up with a jerk, brows drawn together.

      I jammed my phone in my pocket. “I’m getting out,” I said. “I want to check out the caves, in case they camped there.”

      Ben’s brow furrowed. “So we’ll both go. I’ll drive you.”

      “No.” I zipped my jacket to my chin. “It’s quicker if I just go, and you head for the gorge.”

      “And you’ll meet me there?”

      I bobbed my head, and then hesitated. I’d lied enough for one night. “I’ll call you,” I said.

      Ben seemed to consider that for a moment, then he reached over me and popped the glove compartment. He pulled out a radio and thrust it into my hands.

      “Take this, at least. Call me if you find anything.”

      “Will do.” I hopped out before Ben could change his mind. The sand was really flying, and I pulled on my goggles as Ben sped away. The minute his taillights went dark, I pulled out my phone. Ona hadn’t texted, not that I’d thought she would. I hadn’t come here for her, but I’d call her if I had to. If Lazrad didn’t call first. I couldn’t contact Lazrad directly—I didn’t have her number—but Ona would be sure to pass on anything I said, whether I told her to or not. She wouldn’t hesitate to betray me. She’d done it before.

      My phone jangled, and I steeled myself. I couldn’t lose it, not this time. I thought of Katja, cold and sneaky, and took a deep breath.

      “Lady Lazrad.”

      Her hologram popped up, glitchy in the storm. A bright jag of pixels split her face like a scar. “Myla.” She smiled, and her smile stayed stuck—all teeth, no warmth. “Come to take me up on my offer?”

      “Maybe.” I shifted, feigning discomfort. “I’d need to hear more, and not just some sob story. You said before, it’s about progress, but progress toward what? I’d need to know—”

      “Sob story?” Lazrad laughed, almost merrily. “Well, I’ll consider that point missed.”

      “What point?” Irritation rose, and I clenched my teeth against it. I had to play this right. Getting emotional would just make me vulnerable to manipulation. Fortunately, Lazrad didn’t seem to notice. She leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers under her chin.

      “What I told you last time, that wasn’t to earn your pity.” Her lip curled, tight and ugly. “I was trying to explain to you that progress comes at a cost. It’s a steep cost, a human cost, but what you’re too young to see is that the cost of stagnation’s far higher.” Lazrad paused, as though to let that sink in. I looked away, swallowing dread. I wanted this game over with, but Lazrad would get suspicious if I didn’t play along. I dug my nails into my palm and asked the obvious question.

      “What cost? What are you talking about?”

      “That night of fire claimed ten thousand lives. It left me in a coma, and my mother in her grave. But for my father, it meant funding—a new lab, and ten doctors to assist him in his work.” Her eyes went bright and avid, chilling me where I stood. “And the research he ran there—brutal experiments, on human subjects—that research meant more graves in the short term, but in the long term, it meant nanobots. It gave rise to the Decemites and made Echelon safe. It meant I could live, and so could—”

      “Stop.” My protest came out weak, a hoarse, sickened croak.

      “Now, we face a new threat.” Lazrad’s smile broadened, all her teeth on display. “I could show your rebel friends mercy. I could meet their demands, let them breathe a while longer. Let them chase their own progress. But think, in ten years or twenty—think of the cost. They’re developing their own nanobots, and what happens then? When they have their own Decemites, an army to match mine? Think of the carnage, their soldiers and mine clashing in the streets. Millions of lives at risk—my subjects, your friends. I can’t afford to be squeamish, and neither can you.”

      I shook my head, fighting nausea. What Lazrad was saying made a ghoulish kind of sense. But on a deeper level, a gut level, it made me want to throw up.

      “Come home, where you belong. Help protect Echelon, you and Ona together. She wants that. She misses you.”

      I wanted to scream at her, to smash my phone on the rocks. I nodded instead, acid rising in my throat.

      “So you’ll come? Join your sister?”

      “Yes.” I swallowed painfully, guts churning. “But I’m lost. There’s a sandstorm. You’ll need to send someone—”

      “Already on their way.” Lazrad leaned forward, all business. “You’re lucky, you know. I’ve got a squad camped ten minutes from you. I sent them your location the moment your signal came through. If you’d turned me down, I’d have told them to shoot to kill.”

      I scowled to keep from smirking. Lazrad had taken my bait. The quickest route to Jetha was to let her captors find me—and now they would, and they’d take me alive.

      I broke out grinning as Lazrad hung up. I could hear my escort already, engines roaring over the wind. I could sense them as well—five blasters, maybe six. I raised my hands in surrender and prayed they wouldn’t shoot. It occurred to me I’d staked everything on Lazrad’s mercy—my life and Jetha’s, every advantage we had—but this was it. The die was cast.

      “This has to work,” I whispered. Highbeams rose, blinding, and I closed my eyes.
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      I squirmed to get comfortable, jammed in like sardines. We were four in the back, me and three boys, bulky in their vests. They’d cuffed me, or tried to—my right cuff was loose, while the left one was so tight my hand had gone numb. I shook it out and hissed.

      “So you’re the new Decemites.”

      “Skyseekers.” The driver craned round, fixing me with a smug look. He was unmasked, as Irina had said, goggles pushed up on his head. “Decemites are just harvesters. Us, we do everything. We’re miners, soldiers—we go where we’re needed.”

      Where you’re told. I bit my tongue on the thought. The kid in the driver’s seat couldn’t have been more than fifteen. If he’d seen anything resembling battle, I’d eat my entire boot.

      “We’re camped overnight,” said another kid, the one packed in next to me. “We’ll get you home in the morning. In the meantime, this is us.”

      I sat up, squinting to see, as we pulled into a crude encampment, prefab sheds down one side, tents down the other, lit by rows of floodlights. They hadn’t bothered with a dome, and the sand blew straight through, drifting between the sheds. My head crackled with static, and I pushed the feeling down. I could sense a stockpile nearby, a hundred weapons, maybe more. Still, I could handle it. I’d just need to focus.

      “That’s her?” A tall boy jogged up, hair whipping in the gale. He grinned at me. “Hey. I’m Luke.”

      “Myla.”

      “I know. Come with me.”

      The Skyseekers jumped out of the buggy. I slid down clumsily, hampered by my cuffs. Luke caught me and steadied me, setting me on my feet.

      “Sorry about the cuffs,” he said. “It’s just, our orders—”

      “It’s fine.” It really was. My right cuff was loose enough I’d slip free no problem. I scanned for signs of Jetha and clocked six more Skyseekers clustered around a buggy. Two more passed by on patrol, blasters couched at their hips. They loitered as they went, eyeing me curiously. Of Jetha, I saw no trace, but a couple of sheds had guards on them. Maybe she’s in one of those.

      Luke led me across the campsite, shoulders hunched against the wind. “It’ll be two of you in the morning,” he said. “You and some prisoner. I hope you don’t mind sharing.”

      Jetha. I bit my lip to hold back my shout of triumph. “No skin off my nose,” I said. “Long as he doesn’t stink.”

      “She smells okay, I guess. A bit sweaty, but who isn’t?” He stopped at one of the sheds and opened the door. “You’re in here.”

      I stepped inside and found myself underwhelmed. A single bare lightbulb lit an interior the size of a prison cell with a line of shelves down one wall and a narrow cot down the other. Sacks of rice and lentils stood stacked in a corner under a narrow plastic window.

      “This is normally just storage,” said Luke. He slipped past me and grabbed a sack of rice. “These make okay pillows, if you wrap them in your jacket. If you’re hungry, or you need anything, just bang on the wall. I’ll be—”

      I squawked indecorously as a face appeared in the window. “Ben.”

      “Huh?” Luke cocked his head.

      “Sandfly.” I slapped my leg, cursing.

      “Yeah. Those are everywhere.” Luke scratched his own leg, just above his boot. “Anyway, I’ve got patrol. You make yourself comfortable, and I’ll check on you in a while.”

      I plopped down on the cot, and it creaked under my weight. Ben had vanished from the window, but I was sure he was lurking, waiting for Luke to clear off. So much for ditching him and rescuing Jetha without bloodshed. My nerves were back and jangling, sickness curdling in my belly. I’d wanted this quiet, a game of stealth, not might. Ben could blow my cover, and all bets would be off.

      I slipped free of my right cuff as Luke shut me in. I heard a padlock thunk home, then footsteps receding. Moments later, I heard clicking—Ben picking the lock. He darted in moments later and shut the door behind him.

      “I went back for you,” he said. “And good thing I did. What were you thinking, letting them grab you like that?”

      “I was thinking they’d bring me here, rather than me having to search. And guess what? They did.” I scrambled to my feet and hustled him toward the door. “And they’ve definitely got Jetha, so go hide and I’ll grab her, and we’ll meet up at—”

      “Leave you? Are you kidding me?”

      “It’s the best way. The quietest.”

      “The quietest—what are we, mice?” Ben’s lip peeled back. “I’ve called Lita already. We’ll find my aunt, then Lita’ll create a distraction. You’ll see. It’ll be—”

      “What kind of distraction?” I stood blocking his way, back pressed to the door. Ben’s eyes narrowed.

      “A loud one,” he said. “As loud as it takes to get Jetha out safe. Now, are we doing this, or are we arguing all night?”

      I grabbed Ben by the shoulders so hard he flinched. “Nobody dies.”

      “Myla—”

      “Say it. Nobody dies. This is a rescue mission, not a raid.”

      “You know me. I’m no murderer.” Ben’s voice dropped to a snarl. “I won’t kill anyone I don’t need to.”

      “Need to? What do you mean, need to?” I squared up, but Ben pushed past me, out into the night. The gale rose up, howling, cutting off further protest. We cut behind the sheds, peering in each window in turn. The first two were storage, shelves of fuel and ammo. The next was a comms station, and then came a dorm. Ben snorted at the sight of four Skyseekers bundled together for warmth, their cots pushed together and buried in blankets.

      “They’re just kids,” I said. If Ben heard me, he gave no sign. He hurried to the next shed, and he inhaled sharply.

      “What is it?”

      “See for yourself.” He stepped aside, and my heart sank. Jetha was huddled in one corner and shivering in the cold. Her arm was cradled to her chest, bloody at the wrist. She was breathing heavily into her mask, harsh bursts of gretha puffing from the filters.

      “There’s a guard out front,” I whispered. I could feel the call of his blaster, scratching at my skull. Ben reached for his radio.

      “Lita’s diversion will draw him off. If not—” His radio crackled, and he growled into it. “North end. Now.”

      I gasped. “No. Wait.”

      “Too late.” Ben pressed his back to the wall and squinted between the sheds. I heard a shout to the north, past the glare of the floodlights. Highbeams flashed and engines roared. Something clanged so loud my teeth rattled. Two Skyseekers ran by, one with his blaster raised, the other brandishing a tire iron. Ben pulled me back behind the shed.

      “That one guarding my aunt. Where is he?”

      I felt for him. “Still there.”

      “We can’t wait.” Ben drew his blaster, and my skin prickled all over. I saw death down its barrel, smelled that sick, cooking smell—blood and bone seared in a hot flash of plasma. My stomach clenched fiercely, and I grabbed Ben by his collar.

      “No. You can’t.” I spun him out of the way and charged the kid myself. He saw me coming and half-turned, brows raised in question. I drove my fist into his temple, and he crumpled like an accordion.

      “That won’t keep him down long,” said Ben.

      “Shut up. Get your aunt.” I whipped off my belt and buckled the kid’s hands behind his back, so tight I drew blood. He was stirring already, whimpering into the dirt.

      “Wh—wha—?”

      “Don’t move.” I pushed his head down, pinning him where he lay. He smelled of the Dirt, cheap soap and onions. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I told him. “But my friends won’t hold back, so stay down. Stay down and don’t move, and I swear you’ll hug your folks again.”

      “We’re in.” Ben tossed the padlock aside. “Come on. Help me carry her.”

      “Remember. You want to go home.” I gave my captive one last shake, and started after Ben. Dizziness took me as I rose, a buzzing in my ears, white across my vision. I smelled blood, tasted puke, and my legs turned to rubber.

      “Myla?”

      “’M fine.” I took a step, then another, and I couldn’t feel my feet. My head filled with static, max volume, too loud—impossible to ignore or push aside. I couldn’t contain it. My skull was splitting, cracking wide. My spine was on fire, my veins pulsing with battery acid. I was dying, disintegrating, and I clawed at thin air as my legs went out from under me.

      “Myla!” Ben caught me, and I fought him. I fought for my life, scarcely recognizing him, scratched at his jacket with my nails catching on the zip. I kicked him and elbowed him, and he dragged me inside. He got his arms around me and held me, and dimly, I heard him pleading—calm, stop. Please stop. You’re okay.

      A high whine corkscrewed through me, rattling a scream from my throat. It rose and rose, deafening, and something hot streamed down my neck. Ben jerked his hand back with a gasp.

      “—bleeding. You’re—”

      “Get out. Get out of me!” I threw Ben off, so hard he hit the wall. I mustered my focus, every ounce I had, and I coiled myself tight. I made a fist and pictured it closing on that whining sound, crushing it smaller and smaller. Crushing it till it shattered, till it flew apart and—

      My head cleared all at once, and I gulped a wet breath. Ben was holding me upright, eyes huge and worried.

      “Myla?”

      “I’m fine now. Just, the static. Something’s—”

      I howled in pain as a huge boom split the night. The shed shook and rattled, its walls rippling like linen. Jetha was on her feet, and she stumbled into us. We caught her between us, and Ben held her steady.

      “Come on. We need to go.”

      “I’ll clear the way.” I charged out ahead of him, straight into someone’s fist. The ground rushed up to meet me. My head spun, then the pain came. I raised myself halfway and choked on a scream.

      “Ben, no!”

      His blaster flashed bright pink, and I heard a body fall. I smelled blood, for real this time, and Ben was hauling me to my feet.

      “Was that him? The guard?”

      “I had no choice.”

      “I promised—I swore—” I tripped over my own feet as Ben dragged me between the sheds. We staggered out past the floodlights, into the dark. Ben had me in a death-grip, short nails digging into my wrist. Jetha was panting, hissing in pain. My eyes stung and watered, and I thought I was crying—then I felt my tears burning my cheeks and realized I’d lost my goggles.

      I looked back just once, as Ben helped Jetha into his truck. I looked back and it was beautiful, in a way that chilled me to the bone. The sandstorm was burning, sparks of grass whirling in the wind. A great veil of smoke had unfurled over the camp, all orange-red and blazing, firelit from below. A black figure ran through it, stark against the blaze.

      “Get in,” said Ben, and I got in. I fixed my eyes straight ahead, and all I saw was dark.
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      We sped through the desert in an untidy V, Ben leading the way. Lita came behind us and just to our left. Two more trucks fell in to our right, highbeams waxing and waning with the whipping of the wind. Jetha kept looking back, squinting into the night.

      “They won’t follow us,” said Ben. “They’re not equipped for long drives.”

      “So you say.” Jetha winced and clutched her arm. “But they made it as far as Stillwater. Used the storm to their advantage. I wouldn’t put it past them to be following at a distance.”

      “They’re not.” I cut her off rudely, on edge. “I’d feel their blasters, and I don’t. So relax. Get some sleep. Everything’s fine.” I leaned my head on the window, seeking the coolness of the outside. The pain was gone, that awful fullness, but a phantom throb lingered—an overripe pulse, like an abscess about to burst. Anger simmered beneath that, not quite smothered under exhaustion.

      “They wanted Prium,” said Jetha. “That’s why they took me.” I willed her to stop talking. Every word from her mouth stoked that deep, toxic rage in me. I didn’t want to think of Prium, or Lazrad, or war. Had Lazrad been right? Were both sides just as rotten? We’d left blood on the sand tonight, blood on our hands. That kid—

      “—in quite a panic.” Jetha laughed, and I seethed. “Seems they’re on a deadline. They’ve got two weeks to find Prium, and they’re not to come home without him. But they’re no closer now than they were when they set out. You should’ve heard them—a pack of clueless brats, all arguing over who’d torture me, how to do it, how it’s done. They’re not soldiers. They’re children. They—”

      “They tortured you?” Ben thumped the seat beside him, but Jetha shook her head.

      “That’s the thing. They didn’t. They certainly threatened to, but this was an accident.” She gestured at her wrist. “One of them grabbed me and it snapped. And he apologized, of all things, tripped over himself begging forgiveness.”

      “Because he felt bad.” I choked back bile. “He wasn’t used to the nanobots—didn’t know his own strength. What did he look like, the one who hurt you?”

      “Myla—” Ben reached across Jetha, gave my knee a quick squeeze. “Don’t do this. Don’t blame yourself. I shot that kid, not you.”

      I brushed at my knee where he’d touched me. Jetha pressed her lips together.

      “In any case, they’re an undisciplined force.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “They complained about their lieutenant all the way home—some sixteen-year-old Decemite who thinks he’s all that.” She snorted. “Oh, and they’re low on food, down to rice and peas. They were expecting a buggy two days ago, but it still hasn’t come. If we could intercept it when it does, we could strike a blow at morale.”

      “I’ll let Lita know. Speaking of which—” Ben flashed his taillights, and our convoy ground to a halt. “I’ll just be a second. Gotta check everyone’s okay.”

      “I’ll come with you.” I jumped out after him, and we gathered in the small shelter afforded by our trucks. Lita caught sight of me and nodded. I smiled back tightly, eyes slitted against the sand.

      “Hey, Lita.” Ben glanced round our circle. “Everyone make it okay? I thought you must’ve hit a gas tank, given the size of that bang.”

      “We’re fine.” Lita laughed, a little shakily. “But that bang wasn’t us. I thought they’d got us for sure, but Jer saw what happened. Jer?”

      A skinny boy stepped forward, shoulders squared. “It was some kind of big gun. Like a cannon, but skinnier, mounted on a buggy. They were loading these rockets in it, these—” He held his hands about a foot apart and puffed up his cheeks. “Fat rockets, you know? But when they went to fire—”

      “Boom.” Lita chuckled. “The whole thing blew apart. We were as surprised as anyone.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples. That whine echoed in my ears, that thin, rising sound. Had that been their gun I’d heard, splitting me near in two?

      “You okay, Myla?” Lita cocked her head.

      “Fine. Just…was anyone hurt?”

      “Nah. We’re all here.”

      “I meant them.” I cleared my throat. “The ones firing the gun—did they make it out?”

      “Sadly, yeah.” Jer made a hissing sound. “Last I saw, they were running. I mean, they were kind of on fire, but they’re Decemites, so...”

      I turned abruptly, gorge rising. Ben called after me, but I waved him off. “Need a minute.”

      I ducked behind our truck and stood bent at the waist, one hand on the flatbed, the other on my gut. My stomach was churning, my mouth swimming with spit. Lazrad’s voice rang in my ears—a steep cost, a human cost. But the cost of stagnation’s far higher. That kid Ben had shot wouldn’t bother us again. He wouldn’t raid any villages or take any prisoners. Maybe Jer had a point. Maybe—

      “Hey. You’re sick?” Ben’s hand settled between my shoulder blades, warm through my jacket. I straightened up, swallowing the urge to puke.

      “I told you, I’m fine.”

      “Obviously you’re not.” He kneaded at my back, then moved up to my shoulders. “You’re tight as a drum. What happened back there?”

      I closed my eyes and saw Lazrad—her pale, joyless smile. Come home, where you belong. Help protect Echelon.

      “Was it the gun?” Ben’s hands tightened on my shoulders. “Is that what you felt back there? Did you set it off somehow?”

      I shuddered without meaning to and threw Ben off. “I felt it, was all. It was strong. I wasn’t ready.”

      “But—”

      “It wasn’t me.” I spat my denial with a conviction I didn’t feel. I’d been crazed, mad with pain. I’d pushed back hard, fought the pressure. I’d fought and I’d won, and moments later— “I can’t blow things up like that. And even if I could, you think I’d take the chance, not knowing who’s in the blast zone? Who I might hurt?” I rounded on him. “I don’t keep some tally, some—I don’t kill on the off chance I’ll spare some lives later. I’m not a monster, so don’t—”

      “Hey.” Ben got a hold of me and held me in place. His eyes were dark with concern. “I never thought you’d do any of that. I wouldn’t, either. You don’t think—”

      “Of course I don’t.” Fatigue overtook me, and I sagged where I stood. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long night. Can we just head back?”

      “’Course we can. We’re done here.” Ben opened my door for me and helped me into the truck. “It’s quite a drive, so get some sleep if you can.”

      I curled up in my seat and turned my head to the window, but when I closed my eyes, I saw Lazrad. I saw fire in her eyes, smoke and brimstone. I wasn’t like her, some ghoulish accountant balancing lives against progress and convincing myself it evened out. I’d never be that—but had I caused the blast?

      I steadied my breathing and pretended to be asleep. If I had, no one could know. Not till I understood it myself.
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        * * *

      

      We rejoined the others at dawn at a cramped makeshift camp in the lap of the mountains. Irina helped Jetha down, and Lock came to meet me. He looked like he hadn’t slept, rumpled in yesterday’s clothes.

      “You’re back,” he said, and pulled me to his chest. He hugged me so tight I squeaked, but he didn’t let go. “I was worried.”

      I stood for a moment, just savoring his warmth. The desert chill had sunk into me, numbing me to the marrow. Lock smelled of motor oil and gretha and sweat, and I found comfort there, in the familiarity of it all. “You been fixing the trucks?”

      “Flushing the filters. Irina showed me how.” Lock stepped back, brows raised. “How’d you know?”

      “You smell all greasy.”

      “Suppose I do, at that.” He wiped his hands on his pants and nodded toward the trailers. “You up for some breakfast? There’s flapjacks left over.”

      My stomach rolled unpleasantly, and I shook my head. “This is where they’ve got Prium, right?”

      “Yeah.” Lock’s lip curled. “It’s a mobile camp, so it’s the safest place for him. They move him every few days, always during a storm.”

      “A storm?”

      “No tracks.” He shrugged. “The wind scours the site clean, like they were never here.”

      “Where are they keeping him?” I scanned the trailers, eyes narrowed. “There, right? The one with the bell?”

      Lock nodded. “He can’t break out without making a hell of a racket. Not that he’s tried.”

      “I mean, where would he go?” I gestured past the dome, at the copper sky beyond. The storm had died down, and the desert stretched to the horizon. “I think I will have some breakfast.”

      “You’re going to take it to him, aren’t you?”

      “I need to talk to him.” I frowned at Jetha and Irina, huddled by the main tent. “The Skyseekers were after him. That’s why they grabbed Jetha—to torture his location out of her. Lazrad wants him back, and I need to know why.”

      “Isn’t she his great-aunt?”

      “Like that’d matter to her.” I followed my nose to the kitchen, such as it was—a trailer with a camp stove and a sparsely-filled pantry. The flapjacks were sad things, just flour and oil and baking powder. I grabbed a stack anyway, and a frozen pat of butter.

      “You think he’ll talk to you?” Lock followed me across the clearing, stifling a yawn. “You did get him into this.”

      “That means he’ll be pissed at me. Anger breaks down walls.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Katja.”

      “Or just enough.” I nodded at the kid guarding Prium’s trailer. “Breakfast for the prisoner.”

      “You’re one of those Decemites, right?” His eyes narrowed. “You’re not going to kill him, are you? Because, if you do—”

      “I just want to talk to him. I won’t get you in trouble.” I tipped him a wink. “If anyone asks, I didn’t ask. I pushed my way in. You couldn’t stop me.”

      “At least hold the bell. That thing kills my ears.”

      I did as he said, balancing my plate on one elbow as I reached for the clapper. Lock made to follow me, but I shook my head. “You stay out here. Be my lookout.”

      “Look at you, barking orders.” Lock pulled a face, but he found a stump and sat down. I let myself into Prium’s trailer and stood blinking in the dimness, waiting for my eyes to adjust. A stale smell rose to greet me, old sweat and sickness. I didn’t see Prium at first, and I felt my pulse pick up.

      “Prium? You here?”

      Something stirred and took shape—an untidy lump I’d taken for a crumpled blanket. Prium sat up, dull-skinned, gray hair loose and straggling over his shoulders. He straightened his lapels, and I saw his hands were shaking.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.” I plunked his plate down on his pillow. “See? I brought breakfast.”

      Prium’s face contorted. He wasn’t a handsome man, but rage made him ugly, all teeth and cheekbones. “Get that away from me.”

      “Why? You could use it.” I reached out and pinched him and felt nothing but bone. “What’s wrong? They’re not feeding you?”

      “I’m ill. I’ve had a fever.” He pushed his plate away and winced. “That tends to happen, when open wounds go untreated.”

      “Open wounds?”

      “You got me shot.” His hand went to his hip, and he hissed through his teeth. I found a chair and flopped down, stretching luxuriously just to show I could. He was sweating, I saw, his face lined with pain.

      “Nobody’s looking for you,” I said. “I got you shot and I snatched you, and Echelon doesn’t care.”

      “I highly doubt that.” Prium picked at the embroidery on his cuff, an oddly prissy gesture. He’d always kept his nails long, vicious and sharp and exquisitely painted. Now they were ragged, flecked with chipped spots of lacquer.

      “It must suck for you,” I said. “One day, you have all the power. The next day, well...” I smirked. “Take off your coat.”

      “What?”

      “I want it. Take it off.”

      “I absolutely will not.” Prium gathered it close, flushed with indignation. “I’ll have you know, they are looking. I can tell you that for a certainty.” His teeth glinted white, a grin or a grimace. “Not many in Echelon can call themselves essential. Your kind, you’re replaceable. Entirely interchangeable. But me, I’m indispensable, in the truest sense of the word.”

      “Uh-huh...” I leaned back in my chair, feigning disinterest. “I know a dozen guys scarier than you.”

      Prium snorted. “That’s what you think I do? Scare you kids into submission?” He swayed where he sat, and dug his nails into the mattress. “That’s just a hobby. My true service is to my lady.”

      I snickered without meaning to. “You know that sounds dirty, right?”

      “You—you—” Prium spluttered furiously, cheeks flaring red. “She’s my great aunt, not my—oh, get out.”

      “Give me that coat, and I will.”

      Prium made a disgusted sound. I picked at the dirt under my nails, mostly to annoy him, but also, I needed time to think. The Skyseekers had struck half-cocked, run off with Jetha and not much else. If they’d had time to spare, to plan, they’d have watched and waited, let us lead them to Prium. To him, to the Nest, to every camp and village west of the mountains. Maybe they’d got impatient—too young and hasty, no self-restraint—or maybe it was the deadline spurring them to action. Lazrad needed Prium in a hurry, but what for?

      “You know, speaking of my lady...” Prium seemed to relax. He leaned forward, almost companionably, a smile tugging at his lips. “She was curious about you. Very curious, indeed.”

      “Yeah?” I kicked my feet up on his bed. Keep talking.

      “Your parents were clever. Very devious indeed. The way they kept you hidden...” He blew me a chef’s kiss, grin stretching wide. “Of course, I was more clever. No one hides from me. Not for long.”

      I felt my heart stop, and the world stopped with it. I opened my mouth and couldn’t speak. A dying sound escaped me, a whispery little croak.

      “Oh, relax. Not those parents.” Prium’s smile turned playful. “No, I meant your real ones. Faye and... Simon, was it? No—Silas. I executed them as traitors, but in retrospect, I was hasty.” He licked his lips, rubbed his hands together. “If I had it to do again, I’d go slow. Take my sweet time and wring them dry of answers. If only I’d known the depth of their—”

      I surged forward without thinking, my fist to his guts. Prium fell back, boneless, and lay gasping for air. His face went red, then purple, and I settled on top of him, my hand to his throat as he dry-heaved into his pillow.

      “You’d best hope that’s not true.”

      Prium made a barking sound, chin streaked with spit. I dug my thumb under his jaw till he groaned in pain.

      “Your father—” He coughed and kept coughing, phlegm speckling my sleeve. I loosed my grip on his throat, just enough to let him speak.

      “My father?”

      Prium shuddered all over, and his eyes blazed with something like excitement. “I deactivated his nanobots and sent him on a mission. His squad left him drowning in the sun.”

      “And my mother?”

      “Well, her—she’d been missing two months. Hiding with her mother, as it happened, but she claimed the rebels had her.” Prium gurgled laughter. “She had me convinced. I believed her completely, and that’s why I shot her. Too long with those reprobates, you all turn traitor. But to think she was pregnant...”

      My gaze settled on his pillow, a sad, thin thing, mottled with mold. It wouldn’t take much to end him. Two minutes, three, his struggles dwindling to nothing—

      “It’s a shame about your friend, though.” Prium shifted his weight, bony hips digging into my thighs. “He was one of the good ones, till you got him killed.”

      I blinked. “Who, Lock?”

      “Who else? He’d have had a peaceful passage, but thanks to you—”

      “He’s fine.” I twisted where I sat. “Hey, Lock. You still out there?”

      The door clunked open, and Lock poked his head in. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Everything’s peachy. I’ll be out in a minute.” I smirked down at Prium, but he was shaking with laughter.

      “That was it? Really?” He wheezed and choked and kept laughing. I slapped him, to no avail. He clutched at his belly, helpless with mirth. “I thought—I thought you—”

      “What?”

      “You breaking into our labs. That wasn’t some protest, some grand act of war. You were there for your boyfriend, oh—” Prium groaned and spluttered. “Refined gretha. Of course. You just—”

      “How’d you know that?” I got hold of his throat again, squeezed him to silence. My mind was racing, my pulse pounding. “How’d you know I’d need that to save him?”

      Prium went stiff, suddenly guarded. I had him—I had him. I dug my nails into his throat.

      “Lazrad’s the same, isn’t she?” I watched Prium’s face fall, watched his eyes widen with shock. “There’s no cure. No special nanobots. Her bots, the Decemites’, they’re one and the same. You just change them out, every time they go dead. You do it, don’t you? You do the transfer, and her weakness stays hidden.”

      “N-n—”

      “It’s time, isn’t it? Time to do the deed? That’s why she needs you. Why it has to be now.”

      “Think what you want.” Prium clenched his jaw and forced the words through his teeth. “Either way, you’ll never get to her.”

      “That’s what you think.” I reared up on my knees and flipped him on his belly. “And I was serious about your coat.”

      Prium struggled, to no avail. I wrenched his coat off his back and left him shivering in his shirtsleeves. He looked frail without it, just bone draped in linen.

      “It’s soft,” I said. I held it up to the light, admiring the embroidery. “What’s this, birds? And leaves? I’ve always liked nature.”

      “It won’t even fit you.” He watched me shrug into it, sour-faced with contempt. “You look ridiculous.”

      “Oh, yeah? Nice pitstains.”

      Prium pulled his blanket up as though I’d violated his modesty. “Get out,” he said.

      I strode out triumphant, the doorbell clanging my victory. Half the camp turned to look, but it was Lock who caught my eye. He had an odd look on his face, somewhere between puzzlement and anger.

      “What—what are you wearing?”

      “What, this?” I did a spin. “I liked it, so I took it. Don’t worry. He’s fine.”

      “That’s not the point.” Lock advanced on me. “Take it off. Now.”

      I ducked my head, suddenly uncertain. We were attracting an audience, onlookers drifting our way. “Why? I just—”

      “Because that’s what he does. What Lazrad does. They want something, so they take it.” Lock lowered his voice, flushing, and moved to shield me from prying eyes. “Just take it off. Please. I know you’re not like that, but the way it looks—”

      I tore it off, mortified. Lock didn’t know the half of it. I felt like I’d been drugged, and in a sense, I had been, on anger and adrenaline. They’d brought out the monster in me, brought it slavering to the surface. I’d rushed Prium like an animal, and for what? He’d coughed up all I needed with no call for violence. I’d wanted to hurt him, and worse, to humiliate him. To make him feel as I’d felt, shackled and at his mercy. I hadn’t wanted his coat. I’d wanted his dignity, and I’d taken it. What had I become?

      “I’ll give it back,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” Lock draped his arm around me and gave me a shake. “Give it to someone who needs it. It’s too nice for him.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll do that.” I folded the coat over my arm and let Lock lead me away. Was this how Ona’s heart had hardened—how all the Decemites’ had? One step over the line, then another, till they’d left their humanity behind?

      I had to find that line again, before I lost myself.
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      Ben joined us at the fireside, and we huddled close, the three of us, warming our toes.

      “I hate winter,” said Lock. “Sand gets everywhere at the best of times, but flying sand? That’s not fair.”

      “I kind of like it.” Ben flexed his fingers, wiggling the feeling back into them. “Not out here like this, but it’s nice back in Stillwater, all tucked up inside. There’s houses, real hearths...” His mouth turned down. “’Course, now the Skyseekers found it, I guess we won’t be back.”

      I shifted restlessly, eyeing the big tent. Jetha still hadn’t emerged, her or Irina. I hadn’t seen Katja either, or anyone who seemed in charge. “What’s taking so long in there?”

      “Guess they got lots to talk about.” Lock covered a yawn. “You know what else I hate? Staying up all night. You’re tired the next day, but—”

      “But if you fall asleep, you’re up all night again.” Ben groaned and rubbed his eyes. “Thinking how tired you are just makes it worse.”

      Lock yawned again, hugely, and turned to me. “I forgot to ask. Did you get anything from Prium?”

      “I got everything from Prium. At least, I think I did.” I looked away, guilty, a lump rising in my throat.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Ben nudged my elbow, eyes soft with concern. “I mean, if he talked—”

      “He was just needling me, mostly, but he let some things slip. I need to tell Jetha, if she’d hurry up.”

      “I think that’s them now.” Lock nodded at the tent as a series of shadows climbed the wall. Irina emerged first, then Jetha, then Starkey. I blinked, surprised.

      “What’s he doing here? I thought he was at the Nest.”

      “He came down for Aunt Jetha, when he heard she was hurt.” Ben got to his feet. “Anyway, looks like they’re free now. Go ahead.”

      I hurried to join them, eager to share my news. Starkey saw me coming, and his brows drew together.

      “Well, look who it is. Our own little diplomat.” He scowled at me. “Jetha’s tired. We all are. Whatever you’ve come for, it can wait till we’ve rested.”

      “I talked to Prium,” I said. “Lazrad’s vulnerable. She—”

      “You what?” Irina’s eyes went so wide I nearly laughed. She grabbed me by my elbow and pulled me aside. “What were you thinking? You’re not an interrogator. You’re not even an adult. Whatever you think you got from him—”

      “Lazrad’s like Lock.” I wrenched free of her grasp and ran to Jetha. “She’s like all the Decemites. Her nanobots die off every ten years, but Prium trades them out for her like Jasper did for Lock. That’s how she’s alive.”

      Jetha glanced at Starkey, then back at me. She looked confused, more than anything, like I’d told her sand was blue. “That’s interesting,” she said. “But I don’t see how it helps us. Without Prium to help her, she’ll get someone else. This doesn’t change anything, as far as I can—”

      “There is no one else. No one she trusts. That’s why she needs him back, because the deadline is soon.” I rose on the balls of my feet, thrumming with excitement. “Some time in the next few weeks, Lazrad will be helpless. She’ll be sick and dying. If we can keep them from saving her, the war will be over.”

      “Just like that, eh?” Starkey made a snorting sound. “Assuming we can even get to her, you think it’s that simple? Take out the general and that’s the war done? What of her council? Her army? Her lieutenants?”

      “I—”

      “No. Don’t answer that.” Starkey strode forward, forcing my retreat. “We’ve heard plenty from you. It’s about time you listened. If you’d done that week ago, rather than insisting on your own way, you’d have been there to warn Stillwater. If you’d done it in Delpha, talks might not have stalled. Lives are at stake here, and you’re out of control.”

      “Joe.” Jetha reached for him and flinched, jerking her wrist back to her chest. It was splinted and bound now, the bindings stained with blood. It looked like a bad break, and my guilt pricked anew.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. My voice cracked, and I swallowed. “You’re right. I should’ve thought.”

      “But that is interesting,” said Katja, letting the tent flap fall behind her. “If Lazrad’s really vulnerable, we could use that to our advantage.”

      “If.” Starkey sneered at me. “We don’t know what Prium said to her, or how reliable it is.”

      “I might be able to find out, now we know what to ask.” Katja patted her radio. “I’ll reach out to my network. We’ll see what turns up.”

      “Meanwhile, we have plans for you.” Jetha smiled at me, and I felt my guts clench.

      “For me? What kind of plans?”

      “A chance to make yourself useful,” said Starkey. “Do as you’re told for once, and you might really end the war. Or hobble Lazrad’s army, and I’d count that a win.”

      A chill walked down my spine. “I’m not killing anyone.”

      “And no one’s asking you to.” Jetha got her arm around me and led me toward the tent. “But Lazrad can’t build her army without a whole lot of rigur. Right now, she has that, but most of it’s coming from one vein.” She turned to me, eyes bright. “I don’t want you to blow up her soldiers. I want you to blow up her mine.”

      “And what about the miners? Won’t they blow up with it?”

      “You’ll go in first thing, when their day’s just starting. There won’t be many inside—five or ten tops.”

      Acceptable loss, said Lazrad, somewhere in my head. I pushed her away with a shudder.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “We’ll do it ourselves,” said Katja. She shrugged, a little flippantly. “I mean, it’s your choice. But you’re a Decemite, so you’ll blend. You can walk in unmasked, and they’ll think you’re one of them. We’d have to blast our way in, so—”

      “They’d know me.” I gestured at my face. “I’m famous. Well, infamous. The hero turned traitor.”

      “We’d dye your hair,” said Jetha.

      “And you’d be surprised at what makeup can do.” Katja winked. “You won’t recognize yourself. Promise.”

      I looked down at my feet. “I already don’t.”

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” I dug my nails into my palms. So this was what it came to—no choice at all, but whose blood I wanted on my hands. If I went, I’d kill a handful of Skyseekers. If I didn’t, they’d do battle, and there’d be losses on both sides.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, and my monster shifted in its sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “You walk from here,” said Starkey. He pulled up at the lip of a narrow gorge and killed the engine. “See where those lights are, at the bottom?”

      I bobbed my head. “I see them.”

      “That’s the miners’ camp. You’ll need to pass by it, but don’t linger. You’re headed south of there, where the road widens out.”

      “Got it.”

      “And tell me again how you’ll arm the device.”

      I shifted uncomfortably, aware of the explosives strapped to my chest. I was sweating already, though the morning was cold. “I’ll unlock the keypad and enter 8-3-9-8,” I said. “It’ll prompt me to set the timer, and I’ll enter however long I’ll need to get out. Then, I’ll hit the green button, and—”

      “Good. And listen, uh...” Starkey cleared his throat. “I know those are your people. Kids you grew up with. I might’ve been hard on you, but I know this is harder, so—”

      “I said I’d do it, and I will.”

      “Do it so your children won’t have to.” He swallowed audibly. “That’s how I do these things, for those kids at the Nest.”

      “Kill a few now, spare a lot later. I know.” I reached for the doorhandle, fighting nausea, but Starkey held me back.

      “The mine’s your target, not the miners. If you can spare them all, do it. But don’t compromise the mission.”

      “Got it.” I shook free of his grip and hopped out of the truck, avoiding my reflection in the side mirror. Katja had transformed me by blackening my hair and thinning my brows to angry slashes. She’d contoured my face into something sharp and vicious, all jaw and nose and cheekbones. It went well with my outfit, a black jumpsuit and jacket like the Skyseekers wore, and a set of their sleek goggles. When I’d asked where she’d found all that, Katja’d just smiled. I hadn’t pressed the question.

      I made my way down the gorge as the sky lightened with dawn. The road was wide enough for two buggies to pass abreast, and was bounded by a guardrail on one side. A light halfway down signaled a guard post, and I braced myself as I approached. But the boy behind the glass barely glanced up from his breakfast.

      “You shouldn’t go up alone,” he said. “Boss’ll write you a warning.”

      “Noted.” I kept walking, heart pounding. Any minute, he’d call after me—wait, who are you? When’d you get here?—and his door would fly open, and a bolt would singe my ear. Any minute, any second—

      I hunched my shoulders instinctively, turtled my chin into my collar. I could smell the fat brick of explosives molding itself to my chest. It had a faint, sweetish almond scent that made me want to gag. You could collapse half the Dirt with that, Starkey had said. Once you set it, get out of there. As far and as fast as you can.

      The road took a sharp dip and hooked to the left. I passed a cluster of prefab huts huddled under an overhang. Conversation and the scent of fried greens floated from within. My skin crawled and my mouth watered, and no one came to stop me. A Skyseeker lacing his boots looked up and waved. I waved back and kept walking, and soon I’d left the camp behind me. The road widened into a clearing crisscrossed with buggy tracks. Hulking shapes rose from the shadows, rock drills and excavators and other machines I couldn’t name. Towering over them all was a strange, tubular contraption, easily the size of a train car. It perched on a wide cart like an oil barrel on its side, held in place by a strange, jointed cradle. I reached out to touch it, and gravel crunched behind me.

      This is it. Time to blend.

      I dropped into a crouch, peering under the cart. A fat rat peered back at me, eyes black as buttons. I resisted the impulse to recoil from it. I couldn’t stand out, not now, not with those boots crunching closer—creeping closer, I realized. Whoever was coming, they were trying to be stealthy, slow steps, shallow breaths. Soles shushing in the sand. My skin prickled all over, and I steeled myself for a fight.

      Three... Two...

      The rat turned and ran. A reflection wavered over my head—a shape, vaguely human, about three feet behind me. I reached for the blaster concealed under my jacket.

      The figure bent forward. I drew my blaster halfway. My mouth was full of cotton, my palm slick with sweat. Was I really going to—

      “Boo.”
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      I jumped up so fast I banged my knee on the cart. “What—what the—?”

      “Gonna shoot me?” My attacker advanced on me, hooded, faceless. “I’m a ghost, didn’t you notice? Bolts don’t work on our kind.”

      I stood rooted in place, blaster clutched tight, mind whirling with confusion. I held my breath for the moment she’d disarm me, raise the alarm.

      “Come on. Lose the blaster.”

      I slid my finger over the trigger, and my world stood still.

      “Seriously?” The girl pushed back her hood, grinning broadly. “It’s me, Jen, remember? Or, wait. You’re new.” She brushed my blaster aside and glanced at my chest. “Where’s your name tag?”

      I swallowed, dry and painful. “I... Lost it?”

      “Better find it before Caspian sees, or you’ll be on warning.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “Anyway, welcome to hell, whoever you are.”

      “Katja,” I managed. “Today’s my first day, so—”

      “And here I come, freaking you out. No wonder you nearly shot me.” She patted her chest. “You can if you want. I’m wearing my vest.”

      “Bad idea.” I tucked my blaster away. “You know it’d still hurt, right? You’d get burned, break your ribs maybe. And with me standing so close—”

      Jen shuffled back, crossing her arms over her chest. “I was kidding. Don’t shoot. Me and pain, we don’t go together. Me and mole duty, on the other hand—” She gestured at the machine I’d been inspecting. “Wanna come down with me today? I’ll show you the ropes.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Sure, yeah. Sounds good.”

      Jen hopped up on the cart and beckoned me to follow. I couldn’t kill her. I knew that now. She’d made herself real to me—a girl who loved pranks and hated pain, who’d step up to help a newbie, just glad for the company. She had wild red hair, bright blue eyes, and the sunniest smile I’d ever seen. She’d have friends back home, a doting family. Who was I to take her from them?

      “Here we go.” Jen fired up the cart, and we set out down the mine, following a long, spiraling track into a deep pit. She chatted as we went, peppering me with questions. I scarcely had time to answer one before she moved on to the next, chatting nineteen to the dozen.

      “So, where are you from? I mean, I know—the Dirt, obviously—but which district? I’m from the Cages.”

      “Scraptown, but—”

      “Oh, Scraptown! My cousins live there. D’you know the Petrovs? I suppose you don’t, probably, but my one cousin, Boris, he works in the refinery. He might be one of us soon. I just heard he signed up, so once they work down the list—you never know, right?”

      “Guess not.” I glanced back at the mole, jouncing in its cradle as we made our way down the mine. “So, how do you work that thing?”

      “What, the mole?” Jen smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s easy. The cart just folds down, and the mole slides right off. Then we get inside, and we—oh.” She looked me up and down, frowning. “Where’s your muffs?”

      “What?”

      “Your earmuffs. They gave you a pair at intake, remember? It gets loud in the cockpit.”

      “Oh.” I patted my breast pocket and felt the explosives underneath. “I must’ve left them with my things.”

      “Well, not to worry. There’ll be a spare pair in the cockpit, once we get inside.” Jen’s grin was back, wider than ever. “Anyway, the driving part’s easy. You pull the throttle, then the rotor stop, and that starts the blades. After that, it pretty much drives itself, unless you hit a cave.”

      “And what would I do then?”

      “There’s two sticks, kinda knobbly—well, easier just to show you.” We reached the bottom of the pit, and Jen nosed us down a wide tunnel. “There’s rigur down here, a few hundred feet in. We won’t get that far today, but we’ll make a good start.”

      “So we just sit in there, and it digs for us?”

      “I mean, we keep an eye on the equipment, make sure nothing snaps or overheats. And if we hit gretha, we sound the alarm. But other than that...” Jen’s grin widened. “Don’t worry. I brought cards.”

      “Nice work, if you can get it.” I lowered my voice, letting a hint of fear creep in. “Honestly, I was relieved to get assigned here. I heard those rebels are monsters. Like, they’ll skin you alive and wear you like a coat.”

      Jen snorted. “Well, I don’t know about that, but yeah. Me too. I’m glad I wound up here. Not that the rebels’ll be a problem, after what’s coming.”

      My heart did a stutter-step. “What’s coming?”

      “Lazrad’s taken the Decemites off the vents. Operation Blank Slate, y’know? They’ll wipe out the rebels, and we’ll have the desert to ourselves.”

      My own breath went still, stagnant in my lungs. Wipe us out, all of us? And then what? Would she do the same in Delpha, in Southland and Sonne, anywhere that opposed her brand of progress?

      Kill Jen. Save millions. Lazrad’s whisper sliced through me, cold as the desert wind. You see now, don’t you?

      “Here we are.” Jen stopped the cart and hopped off. “Oh right, you need earmuffs. Let me just grab those, then we’ll unload the mole.” She pulled out a key fob and pointed it at the mole. I heard the hiss of hydraulics, and a plug door slid open. Jen bounded inside, tripped, and caught herself.

      “Oops—almost hit the alarm, there.” She laughed, sweet and merry. “’Course, I’d pin the blame on you.”

      “Would you, now?” The mine was coming to life, Skyseekers making their way to their stations. I could hear them across the pit, the hum of their chatter. They’d never know when the bomb went off. Never feel a thing. They’d be laughing one minute; the next, torn to shreds.

      I climbed up behind Jen and peered over her shoulder. “That alarm, what’s it do?”

      “Makes the worst noise in the world, so never press it.” She bent down. “I know there’s muffs here somewhere. Where’d I—”

      “No, I mean, when you hear the alarm, what do you do?”

      “Drop what you’re doing and run, of course.” Jen found an old canvas bag and rootled through its contents. “I mean, it’s a gretha alarm. This is a rigur mine. We’ve got furnaces running, moles throwing up sparks. A flare down here—”

      “So, you evacuate. Everyone, right away.”

      “Yeah.” Jen straightened up, muffs held aloft. “See? I knew I had—”

      “Sorry.” I pulled out my blaster and smashed her across the temple. Jen crumpled, still smiling, and I quickly restrained her. She’d be fine in a few minutes, good as new.

      “No one dies,” I muttered. “Hear that, Lazrad? No human cost.” I unzipped my top and peeled the bomb off my chest. It didn’t look like much, just a squished block of plasticine with a timer attached. I pressed my thumb into it, leaving a print. Out in the main pit, a jackhammer roared to life. I set my charge quickly—passcode, time, confirmation. The timer beeped and turned red. I crouched there and watched it, gripped by morbid fascination. The red seconds ticked down—nine, eight, seven—and Jen stirred in the cockpit, a groan catching in her throat. Six, five, four, and she whimpered.

      “Katja?”

      I licked my lips and stood up. “Don’t try to move.”

      “But—”

      I crawled into the cockpit and pulled Jen’s muffs over her ears. She didn’t fight me. She just stared, bewildered, as I leaned over her and hit the alarm. The wail that went up was immense, ear-splitting, like a weight in the air, crushing me from all sides. Jen winced and curled in on herself.

      “It’s okay,” I yelled, as loud as I could. “Just hang tight. We’re getting out of here.”

      I slammed the cockpit door and hopped up on the cart. It took me a couple of tries to get us turned around, but soon I was moving, speeding out the way we’d come. A Skyseeker hailed me as I reached the main pit, and he jumped up next to me, tossing his pack at his feet.

      “What happened? Did you see?”

      I shook my head. “No idea.”

      “No worries. We—hey!” He grabbed the wheel and spun hard, as the mole scraped the wall. “You’re a terrible driver. Get out.”

      “What?”

      “Get out.” He waggled his finger back and forth, indicating we should change places. I hit the brakes and clambered over him, and he took the wheel.

      “What happened to your partner?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your partner. Mine went up ahead of me. Where’s yours?”

      “Can’t hear you.” I shook my head stupidly, and then we were off. We picked up two more Skyseekers fleeing on foot, and their chatter took over as we climbed past the alarm.

      “I heard this one’s real.”

      “You think? ‘Cause I almost ignored it, then Caspian said—hey. You hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      I clenched my teeth. I heard it all right—a hard, rhythmic thumping, from inside the mole. Jen. Damn it.

      “It’s the cart,” I lied. “It’s been doing that all morning.”

      “And you still brought it down here? You’re supposed to report these things. If you don’t—”

      “Hey. Slow down.” One of the Skyseekers leaned over me, heading out of the mine. “There’s people standing around out there.”

      “I’ll move them,” I said. I jumped down and ran ahead, squinting into daylight. “Hey. Hey, you loiterers. Mole coming through.”

      A black-haired boy sniffed at me, nose in the air. “This is our rendezvous point. Unless your name’s Caspian—”

      “Look, I heard this one’s real.” I nodded back over my shoulder. “I heard they hit gretha, like a whole underground vent. So stick around if you want to, but me, I’m getting some distance.”

      “Wait, who are you?” The snotty kid scowled at me, but he was already backing away. The Skyseekers scattered, some heading up the gorge, others sheltering behind the excavators. I thought of those red numbers, and grabbed one by the arm.

      “Hey. We’re all out, right?”

      “Huh?” He glanced behind him. “I mean, I don’t see Caspian, but—”

      “Caspian?”

      “He was rounding up stragglers,” said a short-haired girl. “See, that’s him now, parking the—”

      “Jen!” A loud shout rang out, and I pulled up my hood. My instinct was to run, but I kept walking instead, blending with the crowd. My heart was alive with a strange kind of elation—I’d done what I’d come to do, and everyone was safe.

      “What’s going on down there?” One of the boys turned to watch as Jen stumbled from the mole.

      “Don’t know,” I said. I picked up my pace a little, headed for the huts.

      “Looks like she—”

      “Hey! Stop the black-haired girl! You, stop the—”

      The air seemed to buckle, like the earth breathing in. I felt, more than heard, the blast—a pillow-thump to my back, a whoosh in my ears, and the ground went out from under me. I missed a step, half-flying, and blundered into something soft. A great rumbling shook the gorge—shook the air, rattled my teeth—and the earth cracked at my feet. High above, a shelf of rock broke loose. It hung for a moment, bound by inertia, then slid down the slope and shattered on the road. It crushed a section of guardrail with an awful tinfoil crunch.

      “Shelter. We need—”

      “—in the moles. In the—”

      Somebody screamed, nearly in my ear. A shard of rock hit me, scoring my arm. I ignored everything and kept walking, past the huts, round the bend. I found the guard post deserted and jogged past it, reaching for my radio.

      “All done. You out there?”

      Starkey cut in almost immediately, voice rough with static. “Felt it all the way out here. Headed back now."

      I whooped out loud, and broke into a run—not because I needed to, but because it felt good. It felt good to push myself, to stretch my legs and my lungs. To suck in the cold air and huff it out hot. The earth shook and my heart pumped, and for the first time in days, I felt something like joy.
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      “Where are we?” I woke from a dead sleep with the mountains to my left. The sun was high in the sky, somewhere past noon. “This is south. We’re s’posed to be—”

      “Everyone’s moved to Clearwater.” Starkey grimaced. Cleared his throat. “I’m dropping you off, then I’m headed to the Nest.”

      “Clearwater.” I sat up a little straighter, rubbing sleep from my eyes. Clearwater—hadn’t Vanya come from there? Hadn’t the Decemites razed it, fifty years back? “Isn’t that—”

      “Just ahead. I’ll let you off at the pass.” He swerved hard left, sending me careening into the door. I righted myself, scowling, and we followed the faint scrawl of tire treads up through the foothills. Starkey stopped where the ground turned rocky and threw the truck into neutral.

      “This is you,” he said. “Just head up the hill, between those two rocks. The road’s grown over, but you’ll find your way.”

      I got out and headed up, sticking to the truck treads, where the brambles lay flat. There had been a road here—a paved one, even, once upon a time. But nature had taken over, trees bursting through tarmac, yellow grass choking the cracks. Up ahead, I glimpsed purple, a dome shimmering between the rocks. I could hear activity inside, the tak of nails being hammered, the hum of an engine.

      “Hey. When do we rest?”

      I looked up, but saw no one. “When the earth breathes? It’s Myla.”

      “I know.” Sergey poked his head out a window shrouded in roots. “Pretty cool, huh? The whole guardhouse got grown over.”

      “Hope it doesn’t fall on you.” I left him behind and headed through the crevice, into a wide, grassy valley surrounded by mountains on all sides. A black scar split the plain down the middle, tar instead of rock. To the east stood a dozen crumbling cottages, clustered around a well. Their roofs had collapsed, leaving them open to the sky. To the west was a larger building, its beams still intact. Ben was up on a ladder, nailing a tarp across the gaps.

      “Hey, Myla.” Lock sauntered up, cradling something to his chest.

      “What’ve you got there? A pet?”

      “Y’know, I’m not sure.” He tilted his head to the side. “Jasper found it in the mountains. I’m trying to decide if it’s—”

      I recoiled, disgusted. “A two-headed rat.”

      “Yeah. But is it one rat with two heads, or two rats with one body?” He scratched it where its heads met, and both of them closed their eyes.

      “It’s nasty, is what it is. But Jasper’s here?”

      “He went to Stillwater to get wood. We need to build roofs. But he says if I fix up his cottage, he’ll let me help in his lab.”

      “And that’s, what, your lab rat?”

      “Don’t listen to her.” He tickled its belly and it chittered, two sets of teeth grinding at once. “Really, though. He said he’d show me how nanobots work. How to use a computer.”

      “You’re into that?” I looked up, surprised. Lock was staring off past the cottages, all dreamy and unfocused.

      “You know, I think I am. Messing with cars, messing with radios, I get into this zone where it all fits together. This gear spins. That piston pumps. I could build a faster car. A sweeter speaker.” He shrugged, abashed. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s stupid. But Jasper doesn’t think so, and—”

      “I don’t either.” I jostled his shoulder. “Tired of all the fighting?”

      “Aren’t you?” He sighed. “Just, anyone can break stuff. Putting something together—Jasper put me back together. If I could do that... Oh, hey Ben.”

      “Hey, Lock.” Ben came up behind me, sticking his hammer in his belt. “Mind if I steal you a sec?” He glanced at Lock. “Sorry, just—”

      “I’ve got to run anyway. Gotta sweep out those cottages before the convoy gets back.” Lock held his pocket open, and his rat crawled inside. He turned to go, then hesitated. “I told Jasper what Prium said. You should talk to him later.”

      “Sure. Yeah. I’ll do that.” I watched Lock go and wished he wouldn’t. I hadn’t had much time alone with Ben since he’d put down that Seeker kid. I’d told him no, screamed it—then that bright plasma flash, and the corpse hit the dirt.

      Ben kicked at the grass, a soft, scuffing sound. “I heard your mission went well.”

      “No casualties, so yeah.”

      “And you flattened that mine.” He clapped his hands loudly, the sound echoing off the cliffs. “Katja’s hearing it’s rubble, and not just the mine. You took out some equipment, some hard-to-build stuff. You’ve set them back months. Aren’t you proud?”

      “Proud. Yeah. I am.” I stared at the cottages, with their vacant window frames. I could hear shush of Lock’s broom inside. Ben came up behind me, and I felt his hand brush mine.

      “Then, why aren’t you—”

      “I’m proud no one died. Proud I got them all out.” I clenched my fists. “The girl I went in with, we grew up ten minutes apart. I worked with her cousin, knew him to say hi to. We could’ve been friends, in another—”

      “Hey.” Ben turned me to face him, hands on my shoulders. “What’s going on? Did I say something wrong?”

      I pressed my lips together and said nothing.

      “Come on. Talk to me.”

      My eyes swam and stung, and I blinked back tears. “It’s just, if I’d killed her—if I’d killed anyone, I...” I closed my eyes and saw Prium pinned beneath me, weak but defiant. I’d wanted to hurt him, and it hadn’t been the first time. I’d felt the same thing with Samson, that bright, violent rage. It got easier every time, crossing that line. “That Skyseeker you killed. Do you think about him?”

      “What?” Ben pulled back, hands dropping to his sides. “What are you saying? You think I don’t care?”

      “I didn’t say that. I meant, do you—”

      “I did what I had to do. This is war. Haven’t you noticed?”

      I opened my mouth, but Ben wasn’t done. He was pacing, furious, kicking up clods of dirt.

      “You do things in battle to protect who you love. And maybe you don’t like it—and maybe you don’t like yourself—but what else can you do?” He turned on me, spitting fire. “I should’ve let him shoot you? Take you prisoner? I should’ve run like a coward, or, what? Just stood there?”

      “Maybe you should. That’s why I left you, so you wouldn’t—”

      “And what about Lock?” Ben jerked his head at the cottages, lip curled in a sneer. “You think he’s never shot one of us? Never taken a life?”

      “Lock—” The blood drained from my head, and I stood swaying, dizzy. I tried to swallow and couldn’t. My tongue had gone thick.

      “Well?”

      “I never asked.”

      “And I’d never make you ask.” Ben’s shoulders slumped and the edge left his voice. “You know what I’ve been through. You know who I am, what I’ve done. And it hurts—it hurts bad—but if that’s what it costs to keep everyone safe… You know me. I’ll pay that price. How could I not?”

      I winced. Lazrad had said the same—a few thousand lives now, or millions more later. But Ben had taken one, and in the heat of the moment. He’d done it to save me, a split-second choice. And he hadn’t hesitated at all.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You’ve had to fight all your life, and I come in and judge you... That’s not right.” I ached to reach out to him, but didn’t dare. “Listen, I made this about you, but I’m the one with the problem. I’m scared of what’s coming, what I might have to do. What I might be capable of.”

      “Yeah.” Ben bowed his head. “You’re so brave, I forget sometimes, you’re new to all this.”

      “I don’t feel brave.”

      “You are.” Ben took my hands, palms rough against mine. He smiled, and I felt myself smile back. “You just have to remember, this is about survival. Everything we’ve done, everything we’re doing—you with your training, us gathering the troops—it’s not to get rich, or to make some grab for power. It’s so we can breathe, and that’s—you do get that, right?”

      I breathed then, myself, sucked in a lungful and held it till it hurt. I let it out in a sigh and breathed in again. It felt strange, just breathing, like I hadn’t done it in weeks.

      “I’d lost sight of that,” I said. Or Lazrad had clouded it, fogged it over with speeches. “Thank you. And, sorry.”

      “You said that already.” Ben cocked his head. “Hey, you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “Engines.” He let go of my hands and patted his hammer. “Must be our lumber. I should get back to work.”

      “Wait. Is your aunt here?”

      “She went with the convoy.” Ben smiled. “If she wants to congratulate you, don’t bite her head off. She’s been through a lot lately, and—”

      I threw my arms around him, so tight he whuffed. “I’ll tell her thanks, and I’ll mean it. And I might be able to, well—” I stepped back, eyes shining. “I have something to tell her. It’s time.”

      “Going to share with me, too?”

      “Once I’m sure it’s real. Just, it’s time I went all in. Gave you everything I’ve got. So the earth can breathe, right?”

      “So the earth can breathe.” Ben grinned and I grinned back, and I ran to meet the convoy.
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      The convoy came in loud flatbeds rattling with old crates and fenceposts, sacks of rice and flour—anything you could build with, anything you could eat, and a huge, bellowing beast with a mask lashed to its snout. I spied Jetha up front and hurried to help her down.

      “Myla. Aren’t you thoughtful?” She took my hand and hopped down, light on her feet. “I hear your mission was a success.”

      “It was. Thank you.” I smiled, and it felt almost natural. “There’s something else, too. Something I need to tell you.”

      “Oh?”

      “About before that. When we rescued you. I—”

      A great clamor went up behind us, hooves thumping, boots pounding. The beast made a mournful sound, a deep, booming yodel.

      “Sorry about that.” Jetha took my arm. “Let’s leave them to it. We can talk in the big house.”

      “Sure.” I glanced back over my shoulder. Jasper had hold of the animal and was wrestling with its mask. It tossed its head and he went flying. “What is that thing?”

      “It’s a cow. We can milk it once it calms down. Or eat it, if it doesn’t.” She made a face. “It was that or nothing, and it cost us six guns. But what could we do? We’ll need protein for winter, and we’re all out of sheep.” She ushered me into the big house, and I blinked with surprise as déjà-vu struck.

      “This was a refinery.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Those cyclone tanks. That chimney. They refined gretha here.”

      “Before my time.” Jetha sighed. “Now, you had something to tell me?”

      “Yeah.” I shifted where I stood. It was cool in the shade, and a shiver ran through me. “Starkey was right before, about me not listening. Not being—I’ve been trying to save everyone, and I’ve... I see now, I can’t play both sides. Lazrad has to go, and you want her gone. I need to be on your side, all the way.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that. But I’m not sure what you’re—”

      “That night, when we rescued you. That explosion.” I swallowed. “I think that was me.”

      “You?” Jetha’s brow furrowed. “You were with me.”

      “I know. But I felt something, like the way I feel your blaster. Only, this was bigger. Huge, like my head might split. I couldn’t take it, so I pictured myself smashing it, and a few seconds later—” I mimed an explosion, flinging my hands in the air.

      “Have you done anything like that before?”

      I shook my head. “No, but—”

      “Then this calls for a test.” She strode out past me. “Jasper. Jasper. Over here.”

      “Just a second.” Jasper let go of the cow and jumped off the flatbed, barking orders as he went. “Build a pen clear of grass. It’s important there’s no grass. She can’t eat the grass, or her milk’ll be poisoned. Just the hay and the oats—sorry, Jetha.” He jogged up to meet us, brushing dirt off his vest. “What’s up?”

      “Give me your blaster.”

      “My blaster?” He unhooked it from his hip and held it out. “At your command.”

      Jetha set it on the ground and took a couple of steps back. “Myla?”

      “Not here.” I surveyed the valley, all dry grass and brush. “Let’s take it somewhere it won’t start a fire.”

      “Good thinking.” Jetha retrieved the blaster, and the three of us headed out. Lock caught up to us at the guard hut and followed us up the mountain. We stopped at a wide clearing, bare of vegetation.

      “Here?” Jetha handed me the blaster, and I set it down. I waved her back, and back again.

      “Everyone go up the path. Get behind those two rocks.”

      Lock’s brows went up. “Why? What’s happening?”

      “Wait and see.” I pushed him and he went, and I scurried back myself, sheltering with the others. I could hear Jetha’s breathing, and the creak of Lock’s boots. I focused past them, on the crackle of static—three hissing points, and I shook my head. “You should take yours off too.”

      “Our blasters?” Jetha touched hers.

      “In case I can’t control it.”

      “Control what?” Lock unhooked his, frowning. “You’re freaking me out. What’re you going to do, make ‘em fire by themselves?”

      “I’m not sure.” I took the blasters and tossed them down the slope. They landed at the bottom in an untidy pile.

      “This might be nothing, or all in my head.” I groped out again, found that high static hiss. I pictured it as a cockroach, perched on my palm. A roach on its hind legs, ready to charge. I focused my hate on it, my rage and disgust.

      “Myla?” Lock’s elbow brushed mine. I curled my hand into a fist, felt the hot squirt of bug juice, the sharp jab of—

      Plasma flashed, bright pink. Something flew past my shoulder and thumped in the dirt. Jasper squeaked. Jetha whooped. Lock leapt to his feet, beating flames from his sleeve.

      “So, not your imagination.” Jetha rose, somewhat stiffly, and went to inspect the damage. I heard her inhale, a sharp intake of breath. “Lucky you had us disarm. If you hadn’t...” She nodded down the path, at a ragged black scorch mark.

      “You did this.” Jasper knelt in the dust, trailing his fingers through the ash. “Reached through the airwaves, and...” He clicked his tongue.

      “How?” Lock went to the cliffside and touched a black spot on its face. “This was my barrel. Or yours. I can’t tell.”

      I came up behind him and saw he was right. The end of his blaster had embedded itself in the rock. The rest lay scattered in bits too small to name, a dull spray of metal across the path.

      “Can you make them do anything else?” Jasper was combing through the pieces, sorting them into piles. “I mean, could you make them fire? Or power down, or send a distress signal?”

      “I don’t know. I only did it once.” I turned away from the wreckage. “Well, twice now. This was the first time I did it on purpose.”

      “We’ll have to experiment. Test your limits.” He stood up, fairly beaming. “I’ll go get more blasters. We’ll figure out how you’re doing it, and then I can—”

      “Pace yourself.” Jetha brushed Jasper aside. “Today’s been a long day, and it’s not over yet. Let’s get that cow penned in, and some roofs over our heads.”

      “But—”

      “Myla needs to rest.” Jetha started back toward camp, leaving us no choice but to follow. She turned and smiled at me, flashing white teeth. “You and Lock take it easy. Weave straw for the roofs. Jasper, get your infirmary together, and do something about that cow.”

      I hung back with Lock, feeling all hollowed out. I was tired—no, exhausted—though I’d slept in the truck. Lock nudged up against me, a quick, friendly bump.

      “Ready to weave some roofs?”

      “You know what? I am.” I found myself smiling. Weaving roofs sounded good, letting my thoughts drift while my hands did all the work. It’d been a while since I’d done that.
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        * * *

      

      Clearwater rose from the rubble while I wasn’t looking. I’d go out and come back to a ring of new roofs, or the start of a barn. Fences sprang up, and new cottages, and a greenhouse. Old crumbling masonry gave way to fresh plaster. Lita brought in a refugee family, and they brought a goat with them, along with tales of Decemite raids. Jetha listened to their stories, and she drove out that night and every night after that. She came back bearing refugees by the truckload, and the big house became a dormitory. Tents sprang up around it in busy little clusters. The air took on a thick smell, cabbage and charcoal, soap and armpits.

      I spent my days in the mountains, away from the crowd. We’d trek up first thing, me and Jasper, sometimes Lock—up past the snow line, where the cliffs kept us safe from prying eyes. Lock had built us a shelter at the old Blackwell pass, with a single narrow window looking out on the blast zone.

      Jasper’s excitement was palpable on our first day of trials. He stood beside me, glued to the window, peering at our target—a single blaster on a tripod, pointed prudently downrange. “You can feel it? Reach out to it?”

      I nodded. “It’s like static.”

      “A radio signal.” Jasper turned to his monitor. “It’s faint, but I’m getting it. On your end, at least.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Nothing yet.” He tapped a key. “Feel it out. Get a sense of it. Reach out with your mind, but just touch it. Don’t—”

      The pass lit up pink and my ears rang with thunder. Jasper flung himself at me, tackling me to the ground. I lay pinned to the floorboards, his breath in my ear.

      “Uh... Jasper?”

      “Sorry.” He peeled himself off me, shamefaced. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “I’m fine.” I picked myself up, brushing sawdust off my pants. “We’re safe here, though. No need to duck and cover.”

      “I know. I just wasn’t expecting—I thought you might warn me, if it was going to go off.”

      I stared at the wreckage, brow knit in confusion. “I didn’t think it would.”

      “Not to worry. Just, here. Have a look.” He gestured at his monitor. “See these waves, these nice hills and valleys?”

      “Yeah.” I leaned in for a look and felt instantly calmer. The waves moved like breathing, rising and falling in soft shades of green. “That’s the blaster? The one I just—?”

      “No, those are you. They’re your bots. That’s sort of their test signal, noise on an empty channel.”

      I touched my fingertips to my temple, eliciting a chuckle from Jasper.

      “Think of it like your heartbeat, or the breath in your lungs. You don’t hear it, but it’s there. Always on. Always sending.” He hit another key, and the waves disappeared. A red spike took their place, leaping clean off the chart. I licked my lips.

      “What’s that?”

      “That’s the signal you sent just before we went boom.” Jasper touched his ears. “I need you to transmit about two percent of that. A whisper, not a shout. You think you can do that?”

      I stared at that red slash, like a sharp spike of rage. I hadn’t felt angry, or violent, or scared. All I’d done was reach out, and something had reached back. I’d touched it, was all. Just a touch, and then boom.

      “I’ll try,” I said—and try I did. I tried all day, and the day after that. Jasper laughed off my mishaps, but with each blast, each failure, my frustration boiled hotter. Those red spikes grew sharper, coming so fast and hard my body sang with the recoil, a quick, bone-deep shock that shook my frame every time.

      On the third day, Jetha came to watch. I blew up her blaster and a nice chunk of cliffside.

      On the fourth day, Lock came, and he sang to keep me calm. “Picture the waves like my voice,” he said. “And your signal’s where it swells—a crescendo, not a cymbal clash.” I blew up his blaster too, and a drone Katja found.

      Three spikes into the sixth day, Jasper threw up his hands. “Did you picture a little animal? A kitten going to sleep?”

      I stood watching the ash whirl out over the cliffs. My eyes streamed and stung, raw from the flash. From flash after flash, days of plasma fire. “I pictured it,” I said. “Just like the butterfly last time, and the egg before that. Either nothing happens at all, or it goes up in flames. If we keep going like this, we’ll run out of blasters.”

      “You were closer this time. Or it looked like you were.” Jasper turned his monitor my way. “There’s a blip here, before ignition. A little spike before the big one. I haven’t seen that before.”

      I frowned. “You’re not listening. It’s like a radio, on or off. You can’t send half a signal.”

      “Not half a signal. The right signal.” Jasper scratched his head. “I’ve built my own prototype—bots like their blasters use, with the same radio feature. They do take remote commands. You just need to learn their language.” He smiled. “We’ll try experimenting on those, shall we? Give our arsenal a break?”

      “Sure. Why not?” I pushed up my goggles and rubbed the glare from my eyes. “But I don’t see what difference it’ll make. The harder I try, the more I seem to... boom.”

      “Maybe you’re trying too hard.” Jasper pushed his hair out of his face. “Listen, I need some time to go over our data. Why don’t you take a break, maybe help build some cottages? Tire yourself out some. It might soften those spikes.”

      “I guess.” I zipped up my coat, stifling a yawn. I felt half-dead already, my head full of cotton. Maybe I’d overslept. I’d dozed off at Ben’s last night, listening to him and Lock bicker over some engine they’d taken apart. Morning had found me still sprawled by the hearth, Lock’s coat draped over me, Ben dressing in the dark. It had to be the stuffiness draining my energy, all the radiators and firesides, that sweaty, woolly heat. Even here, up the mountain, Jasper had three heaters blasting, plus a pot of hot coffee. It was tough to resist lying down where I was, stretching out on the bench and napping till dark.

      “I’ll be back for dinner,” said Jasper. “Have Lock save me a plate.”

      “Okay. I’ll tell him.” The words came out in a sluggish half-yawn. I blundered outside, but even the chill didn’t revive me. I drifted down the mountain, dazed and cold-nosed, vaguely discontent. Everything needled me, from the itch of my mittens to the whoosh of my pants. I brushed up against a tree and got snow down my collar, and my furious cursing drew laughter from below.

      I stiffened, embarrassed. “Lock? Is that you?”

      “Guilty.” He came scrambling to meet me, skidding on the ice. “What happened? Stub your toe?”

      “Snow down my collar.” I pawed at it, eyes stinging. I was nearly in tears, which pissed me off even worse. “I hate that. It melts, then your neck’s all wet—”

      “You okay?” Lock held me still, his hands on my shoulders. “We can trade coats if you want. I don’t mind a wet neck.”

      “Forget it. I’m fine.” I blinked and swallowed, and I felt my face go red. “You know when you’re tired and you’ve had a bad day, then one more thing happens, and it’s the end of the world?”

      “The end of the world, huh?” Lock grinned, lopsided. “More explosions?”

      “Only about a million.” I swallowed a groan. “I’ve tried everything I can think of, but the minute I send the signal...” I sagged, defeated. “I hate that feeling, not being in control.”

      “You and me both.” Lock scratched at his elbow. “How would you feel about blowing off some steam?”

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      “You and me, to the death.” He shook himself out, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Or till one of us cries uncle.”

      “A fight?”

      “Only if you’re up for it. If you think you can take me.” Lock faked a jab, and I ducked out of the way.

      “You didn’t bring anything, y’know. Alive and crushable?” I batted at his pockets, but Lock brushed me away.

      “No pets. Unless you’re chicken?”

      “I’ll show you chicken.” I steamed in headfirst, driving Lock into the cliffside. A great shelf of snow broke loose and thumped down on our heads. We fought in the powder, each blow and bodycheck sending up fresh clouds of white. Our breath came in harsh bursts, loud in our ears. Lock had gotten faster, or he’d picked up some new tricks—his punches came storming from every direction at once. He caught me in the ribs, and then he boxed my ears. I spun to avoid him, and he jabbed me in the kidney.

      “Quit that!” I got in a low kick, my boot to his ankle. “I can’t stand all this waiting,” I snarled. “Not knowing what’s next.”

      “Me neither.” Lock got a hold of me and flipped me on my back. “And the stares—do you get those?” He pinned my arms above my head. “I built roofs all day yesterday, then some guy hid his kid when I sat down to dinner. Just pushed her behind him, like I’m some wild animal.”

      I threw him off, fuming. “I feel like one sometimes. Like an animal. Like I might—”

      Lock’s fist slammed into me, jolting the breath from my body. I snatched at him, missed, and flew at him instead. I barreled into him like a freight train, and we both went down hard. We slid off the path, coats catching on the underbrush. Lock seized my collar and twisted till I choked. I tore off his pocket and mashed it in his face. He jammed his elbow under my chin and pinned me where I lay.

      “What are you doing?” He shook me out. “Fight me.”

      “Stop squirming and I will.” I aimed a kick at Lock’s shin, but he was too fast for me, and slippery as an eel. My boot caught his pant leg with a corduroy whoosh. I bucked hard and he grabbed me, grinding me into the snow. Bright panic took me, and I fought it down.

      “Fight me.” Lock slapped me across the face, a sharp, stunning blow. Immediately, his jaw dropped. “Sorry. I thought you’d catch that. I’d never—”

      “Lock?” My panic receded, and I groped for his hand. His glove crunched when I squeezed it, stiff with ice. “Your strength’s back. Your nanobots—”

      “It’s not me.”

      “But—”

      “Myla, listen. It’s not me. Nothing else has gotten easier. Not running, not lifting—just fighting you. You’re slower.” He sat back, wide-eyed. “You’re slower and weaker. Try to throw me off.”

      I tried and found I couldn’t. Lock was a lead weight, immovable. I fought harder, anger rising, and Lock let me go.

      “It’s this new trick of yours,” he said. “I knew it was wearing you down. This just proves it.”

      “You knew?” I sat up, head spinning. “I mean, yeah, I’ve been tired, but...”

      “Not just tired.” Lock crouched beside me, brushing the snow off my shoulders. “I couldn’t wake you this morning. Ben said to let you sleep, but I knew it wasn’t right. And that whole scene with Prium, the way you flew off the handle—that wasn’t you, either.” He pulled off his glove and pressed his palm to my forehead. “You’re all cold and clammy. Like you haven’t slept in days.”

      “I feel like I haven’t.” I flexed my hand, feeling weak. “Now that you mention it, I’ve been in such a mood. All tired and irritable, like—what’s so funny?”

      “Just, you’re telling me?” Lock snorted laughter. “You’ve been snapping at me for days.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Lock shrugged his shoulders. “I thought you were riding the crimson wave?”

      “Riding the—?” I swiped at him and missed, fighting outraged laughter. “You’re such a dick.”

      “You should tell Jasper, though. About the dip in your strength, not my lack of manners.” Lock held out his hand and helped me to my feet. “You should probably ease up on the trials, at least till you’re back kicking my ass.”

      “Yeah.” I pressed my hand to my mouth, smothering a yawn. “Why’d you come up here, anyway? Just itching for a fight?”

      “No, Jetha sent me. She and Katja need to talk to us. They’re waiting in the greenhouse.”

      A faint chill ran through me, but I was too tired to take much notice. “Did she say what they want us for?”

      “Nah, just ‘get Myla.’ Guess whatever it is, she didn’t feel like going over it twice.” Lock slung his arm over my shoulders and we headed down the mountain. I found myself leaning on him, like a kid droopy with sleep. Lock took my weight without complaint, holding me up all the way to Clearwater.
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      “Say that again?” I stood dumbfounded, exhaustion forgotten. “I don’t get what some tailor has to do with the war.”

      Katja lifted a limp vine and wound it round a trellis. “You eat your tomatoes green, don’t you?”

      “Tomatoes?” I stared, baffled, irritated. “I don’t—”

      “No patience. That’s your problem.” She fixed the vine in place and moved on to the next one. “How about I finish my story, then you ask your questions?”

      Lock made a snorting sound. I resisted the urge to kick him.

      “Fine. Tell your story. But I’m warning you, I’m sleepy already. If it’s boring, I’ll be snoring.”

      “Children...” Jetha dropped her trowel in the dirt. “I wouldn’t have called you here if this wasn’t important. Now, if you’d dispense with your bickering—”

      “He’s Lazrad’s tailor.” Katja’s face split in a grin.

      “Lazrad’s tailor’s on our side?”

      “He’s on his own side.” She snorted.  “He has a young mistress and a jealous wife. In exchange for our silence—”

      “She has scars on her chest,” said Jetha. “Lazrad, not the wife.” Katja stiffened, miffed at Jetha’s thunder-stealing, and I bit my lip on a smirk.

      “Not just any scars,” said Katja. “Those long, pink wormy ones you get from central lines.”

      Lock cocked his head. “Central lines?”

      “Intravenous catheters.” Katja’s smirk was back. “They used to inject Decemites that way, before they refined the process.” She nodded at Lock. “But Decemites just had one scar. Lazrad’s got several, all layered on top of each other.”

      The breath caught in my throat. “So—”

      “So you were right.” Jetha’s voice rang with triumph. “There’s nothing special about her nanobots. They expire after a decade, just like the Decemites’. She’s just been replacing them. She’s as mortal as anyone else.”

      “Then we can go after her?” I started forward, pulse pounding. “Good. Tell me when. I’m ready right now.”

      “Whoa. Hold your horses.” Katja stuck out her foot, halting me in my tracks. “All we know is, she has a weakness. We don’t know when to strike, or what precautions she’ll take.”

      “So I’ll go back to Prium.” I made a fist and shook it. “I made him talk once. I’ll do it again.”

      “You’ll do nothing of the sort.” Katja stood up, eyes steely. “Let’s get something straight: You didn’t make him talk. He underestimated you and got mouthy. He won’t make that mistake twice.”

      “Then I’ll—”

      “What? Beat it out of him?” Katja laughed, low and nasty. “Oh, yeah. I heard what you did. Your little show of force left him quite sulky. You’re the last person he’ll talk to after that.”

      “Then, why’d you call me here?” I ground my teeth, tasting copper. Jetha touched my arm.

      “I thought you’d want to know your hunch paid off.” Her expression warmed into a smile. “And that we took you seriously. That we’re following up.”

      “Damn right we are.” Katja pulled up her hood. “I’m headed back to see Prium, and I’ll get the truth from him.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      “Then I’ll get it somewhere else.” She paused in the doorway, hand resting on the knob. “Lesson one, you know already. Violence won’t get you far. Lesson two, and listen closely—people don’t know what they know.”

      I scowled at her. “Huh?”

      “Lady Lazrad’s tailor had no idea what those scars signified. If he’d known what they meant, he’d have been too scared to say. He saw an embarrassing blemish, meaningless gossip he could exchange for our discretion. But I knew she’d have them—and I knew why she’d have them, if what you said was true.” She tapped the side of her nose. “Know what they don’t know. That’s lesson two.” She slipped out with a wink, and the door shut behind her. I pressed my palm to my forehead.

      “Ugh. She’s the worst.”

      Lock slid out of elbow range. “You just hate that she’s right.”

      “You’re lucky I’m tired, or I’d—”

      “And again with the bickering.” Jetha shook her head, chuckling. “You think you can keep a lid on it long enough to do a quick harvest?”

      “Gretha?” Lock’s brows went up. “I thought we were good.”

      “We are,” said Jetha. “But the Nest’s running low. They’ve been taking in refugees, picking them up from all over. That’s meant a lot of travel.”

      “I’m up for a harvest,” I said. “When do we leave?”

      “It’ll have to be tonight.” Jetha’s lips went tight. “I know it’s a risk, braving the exper after dark. But those Skyseekers are everywhere, and the Decemites to boot. We can’t have you leading them to the Nest.”

      “And we won’t.” I turned to go, but Lock caught my sleeve.

      “Wait.”

      I pulled away. “What?”

      “Your bots. You’re still weak. Shouldn’t you be resting?”

      “Your bots?” Jetha’s brows drew together. “What’s he talking about?”

      “I’m just tired, is all. Blowing up all those blasters isn’t as easy as it looks.”

      “Then you’ll sleep before you go.” Jetha herded me out the door, toward the cottage I shared with Katja. “You go lie down, and I’ll bring you some lunch. You’ve got a few hours before dark.”

      I thought about protesting—out of frustration more than anything, that same prickly fractiousness that’d had me at Lock’s throat—but a nap sounded good, and so did lunch in bed. I let Lock lead me home, my eyelids at half-mast.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moon was new that night, the sky and the desert black as ink. We drove as close to the vent as we dared, me and Lock in one buggy, Lita and her crew in another.

      “No lights till they’re done,” said Lita, killing her own lamp. “And no talking, if you can avoid it. The noise attracts mutants.”

      “We’ll be quick,” said Lock. “If you spot anything funny—Skyseekers, mutants, whatever—toss some gravel down the vent. We’ll be up in a flash.” He buckled his harness across his chest and clipped it to his rope. “Good to go?”

      I tightened my own harness, tugging the straps to test their strength. “All set.”

      “And you got enough sleep? You’re not—”

      “I’m fine.” I shuffled back toward the vent. Thick steam rose to greet me, turning clammy on my skin. I did feel okay, mostly—a little dull, a little lethargic, but I could harvest gretha in my sleep.

      “You might not heal as fast, with your bots slacking off.” Lock hovered over me, a hulking shape in the dark. “Stay out of the steam, and don’t—”

      “Lock,” I cut him off. “I’m good. I promise. Let’s just get this over with and get back to Clearwater.”

      Lock gave me a long look, and I thought he might argue. Instead, he straightened my harness and we rappelled down the vent, boots squelching on lichen. Lock whistled from the bottom, and Lita let down the tanks. The work of filling them was monotonous, and I found myself half-dozing, caught in a fogged state between dreams and full consciousness. A strange, niggling ache had settled into my joints, and I focused on that to keep from drifting away.

      About an hour in, Lock pulled me upright. I’d been in the zone, boring through lime scale to open a fresh reservoir. I stumbled and grunted, nearly dropping my drill.

      “What?”

      “Steam.” He pushed me back from the vent, crowding me into the wall.

      “I didn’t even hear it.”

      “You weren’t listening.” Lock pushed my hair off my face. “Close your eyes. They’ll scald.”

      I shut my eyes and leaned back. Steam burst from the vent, and Lock pressed tight against me. He gathered me close, tucking my face into his coat. I felt the back of my neck blister as the steam billowed up, then Lock’s hand was there, shielding my skin. I tensed, then relaxed and let out a long breath.

      “You okay?” Lock stepped back as the steam died down.

      “Yeah.” I touched the back of my neck and found the blisters already healing. “My bots are still working. I’m just sleepy.”

      “You sure are.” Lock winked. “That was my boot you were drilling, just then.”

      “What?” My eyes opened wide, and Lock burst out laughing.

      “Kidding. I’m kidding. You’re so easy when you’re tired.” He capped off one tank and set up the next. “Come on. Let’s finish this. It’s past midnight already.”

      We got back to work, filling tank after tank till Lita whistled us back up. We’d gotten a good haul, thirty tanks by my count. Lock did a quick check, securing the cargo, then he hopped in the driver’s seat. I got in beside him, and Lita jumped in back. Lock craned round, surprised. “Riding with us?”

      “As far as the offload point.” Lita reached for her seat belt. “I’m assuming you don’t mind?”

      “Not at all.” Lock raised his voice as the buggy got rolling. “I’m guessing you want the scoop on Clearwater.”

      “Huh? How’d you know?”

      “I met your cousins,” said Lock. “Rex and Logan, right? And the little one’s Stefan.”

      “You talked to them?” Lita leaned forward, making the seat creak. “They’re okay? Doing good?”

      “Oh, yeah. Great kids. Building themselves a little cottage.” Lock smiled, and I felt warm. “They got the roof up just yesterday,” he said. “And you know old man Alden? He said he’d help with the chimney. It’s not, y’know, smoketight, so they’ve got to seal the cracks.”

      I let myself drift as Lock rattled on, the cozy stream of gossip lulling me to slumber. The wind had gone still, and the night was deep and silent. My collar was chafing where Lock had protected me from the steam. I could still feel his hand there, the roughness of his glove. It felt good, that roughness, that—

      A dull boom split the air, like distant thunder. My seat belt pinched my shoulder as Lock slammed the brakes.

      “What was that?” He turned to look, and his gray eyes gleamed red. His hand flew to his mouth, and I didn’t want to see.

      “They really did it,” breathed Lita. “Unbelievable. It’s—”

      I twisted in my seat, and my guts turned to liquid. The night was torn in half, a great scrawl of fire etched across the Dome. It widened as I watched, burning through gretha and leaving blackness in its wake. The lights of Echelon flickered and went out.

      “What—what—” Lock clawed at my arm, clumsy with shock.

      “The refinery.” I swallowed. “The storage must’ve gone up. But...”

      The fire flashed white and died, leaving an afterimage when I blinked. The Dome had gone wavery, thin and frail. One section was just black, a great gaping void.

      “How?” Lock was hurting me, crushing my wrist. “I don’t—how?”

      I shook my head, feeling sick. Smoke belched from the wounded earth, thick as summer fog. Something in me short-circuited, and I was somewhere else—somewhere dark and hot, squinting through flames. I smelled smoke, heard screams, felt heat on my face. Fear rose, thick and choking, and I couldn’t breathe. They were here—they’d come, the Decemites, to set the village on fire. Fill the caverns with smoke and the stench of burning gretha. They’d come for Samson, for Ona. They’d come with their blasters, and I had to find—

      “Myla.”

      I choked on a sob. “Ona?”

      “What?” Lock was shaking me. I stared at him, and he slapped me. “Snap out of it. What’s the matter with you?”

      “I don’t know. I was—” I lifted my hands, half-convinced I’d find them bloody. I smelled blood, rot and copper. “What happened?”

      “They did it,” said Lita. “They really pulled it off.”

      “Who? Who pulled what off?” Lock was still shaking me, shouting over my shoulder. Lita barely glanced at him, hands pressed to the window.

      “Revenge for Derrick.” Her voice shook with fury. Lock’s grip was a vise on my wrist.

      “You did this? Lita?”

      “Not me. But I heard rumors.”

      “What rumors?”

      She turned to face us, her soft features twisted with hate. “A message for the Lofties: This is what helpless feels like.” She thumped her own knee, so hard Lock jumped. “Let them choke and die for once. Let them tuck their children into their graves.”

      “The Lofties?” Lock had gone pale, so pale he looked greenish. “You’d need gretha for a bang that big. A whole lot of gretha, like you’d find in the refinery. In the Dirt.” Lock gagged and swallowed. “Those were our friends you—you—”

      I turned my face to the window. I’d gone numb inside, all cold and empty. I watched the smoke rise over Echelon, sluggish in the stillness. The city lights were back on already, and maybe that was a good sign. Like a cut that gushed blood, but when you looked, it was shallow. The power was still running, which meant—

      “Who’s that?”

      I twisted around, roused from my stupor by Lock’s sudden urgency. I saw white in the headlights, the billow of cloth. Then a figure charged forth, bright-eyed in the glare. Lita let out a gasp, and I heard her draw her blaster.

      “A Decemite.”

      “No!” Lock disarmed her with a swipe, sending her gun through the window. Lita lunged for it, but I was faster. I hurtled out ahead of her and snatched it up myself. My finger found the trigger, and I rose on one knee.

      “One more step and I’ll fire.”

      The Decemite kept coming, breath white in the night air.

      My stomach was churning, but I clenched my teeth and took aim.
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      I fired and missed, my aim off by a hair. My bolt caught his pant leg, just above the knee. The Decemite yelped, and he skittered to a stop. Fabric pooled at his feet—a sheet, or maybe a tablecloth—and he bent and picked it up. He held it out like an offering, shaking it in my direction.

      “What are you doing?”

      “White flag. Like for peace, you know?” He sucked in a deep breath. “You’re Myla, right?”

      “What’s it to you?” Lock had climbed out beside me and stood gripping his blaster.

      “Nina said I could trust you. I can trust you, right?”

      “That depends on what you want.” I gestured at his flag. “Drop that thing. Let me look at you.”

      He let his flag drop, and I saw he was unarmed. He looked young, maybe fifteen, not a hint of a beard. He had a softness about him, the last of his baby fat. His jacket flapped open, and he’d forgotten his vest. I lowered the blaster.

      “Skyseeker, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m Jim.” He smiled a bit sheepishly and shifted where he stood. “So, you know where our camp was? The one you guys raided?”

      I winced, recalling the blast. The blast I’d caused “Yeah. What about it?”

      “You need to get there right now. There’s someone—we—”

      “You think we’re stupid?” Lita pushed forward, hands on her hips. “What’s your big plan? Come in waving the white flag, and let me guess. You’ve got a hostage, one of us. Only, when we rush to the rescue—”

      “Not a hostage.” Jim glanced over his shoulder. “Look, I’ve got to get back to my unit. Once they notice I’m gone—just hurry, okay?” His expression turned haunted, and I saw he was shaking. “I’m with you. With Nina. And I’m telling you, this is life or death.”

      “Whose death?” I lurched forward, but Jim backed away.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. When you find him, just know it wasn’t me.” He turned and ran, leaving his white flag in the dust. Lita made a snorting sound.

      “We’re heading for the offload point. No detours. No stops.”

      Lock shot her a dirty look, lips tight with disgust. “Last I checked, I’m driving, and I vote we check it out. Myla?”

      I squinted across the gorge, where the Skyseekers’ camp had been. The darkness was absolute, no hint of activity. “I trust Nina,” I said. “She got me out safe when we broke into Echelon.”

      “There’s no time,” said Lita. I turned to Lock.

      “We can drop off the gretha first. Let Lita out too. Then the camp’s on our way. We’ll go, just us two.”

      Lock nodded tightly, and we got underway. We met up with Starkey at the bottom of the gorge. I loaded his truck while Lock unloaded ours, a fresh sense of urgency burning under my skin. Lock seemed to feel it too. He threw his back into his task, and helped me finish mine in record time, barely stopping to wish Starkey safe travels before we piled back into our buggy.

      “This camp, where was it?”

      I frowned. “Maybe ten miles from here, east of Ben’s old camp.”

      “Okay.” Lock goosed the gas heading out of the gorge. He looked pale and worried, and I reached for his arm.

      “The refinery would’ve been empty,” I said. “First shift doesn’t start till six.”

      “The maintenance crews start earlier.” Lock’s voice caught. “Can we just find the camp? As long as I’m in mission mode, I can just about hold it together. After that—”

      “To your left.” I jerked my head to the north. “Head for that ridge, and we should find it. And turn on your highbeams. It’s too dark to see.”

      “If this is a trap, they’ll see us coming.”

      “They’d hear us anyway. But I don’t think it is.” I fixed my eyes straight ahead, watching for the camp. It’d be easy to miss in the dark, a low line of sheds and a cluster of tents.

      “The wind’s picking up.” Lock handed me my goggles and reached for his own. “Whatever we find, we should—”

      Bright light dazzled forth, turning my vision to white. Lock swore aloud. Grit rattled off the undercarriage as he pulled a U-turn.

      “Should’ve known—damn Skyseekers.”

      “Wait.” I clung to the dashboard, twisting round for a better look. A single floodlight glared down on us, lashed to a pole. Underneath hung a limp form, suspended by the wrists. “Go back. Someone’s there.”

      “No kidding.” Lock kept his eyes forward, hunched over the steering wheel. “Whoever they are, they can—”

      “Look.” I grabbed his sleeve and tugged. “The light’s on a motion sensor. It’s a body. A victim.”

      Lock glanced over his shoulder and hissed through his teeth. “What the—?”

      “We have to see who it is. They could still be alive. Besides, if this was a trap, they’d be on us by now.”

      Lock howled out loud—a raw, awful sound. He circled back, fuming, thumped his fist on the wheel. “And that kid just left him here? Left him to die? Coward—coward—”

      “Calm down.” I reached for my seat belt as we ground to a halt. “Do we have gretha?”

      “In the back. The emergency tank.”

      “Get it.” I hopped down, pulse pounding, and ran to the prisoner. He had a tank of his own, strapped to his chest. The needle was in the red, hovering on empty. His mask had slipped down, obscuring his face. His hands were purple in their bindings, his wrists streaked with blood. He wasn’t moving, didn’t seem to be breathing. When I touched him, he felt cold.

      “Here. Get this on him.” Lock held out the fresh tank.

      “Too late. He’s dead.”

      Lock’s jaw set, grim and furious. “Then hold him. I’ll cut him down.”

      I got my arms around the corpse. He felt weightless, emaciated, skin like dried leaves stretched over twigs. He smelled of old sweat and vomit, and I held my breath. Lock got his knife out and sliced through his bonds. I lowered him down easily and laid him on his back.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “We came as fast as we could.” I reached for his mask and it fogged up, just barely, where his goggles had slipped down. I clutched at him, lifted him, felt the breath rattle in his chest.

      “Lock! Where’s that gretha? He’s alive.”

      “Mm—m...” The dead man groped for his mask and pushed it off his face. He was skin and bone underneath—skin and bone, but I knew him. Our spy in the Sky, the one who’d helped Lock and me break into Lazrad’s office and uncover her secrets. The shock knocked the breath from me, and I couldn’t speak.

      “Reyland.” Lock dropped to his knees. “What did they do to you?”

      Reyland clawed at his jacket, baring his chest. A word had been carved there in great jagged letters. It stood red and angry, barely scabbed over. Traitor, it read, and I heard myself repeat it.

      “Hero, more like.” Lock reached for Reyland’s mask, and held it up where he could see it. “I’m going to put this back, okay? Get some air in your lungs.”

      Reyland just stared at him, dull-eyed with pain. Lock moved with surprising gentleness, fitting the mask to his face and changing out the tank. He held Reyland’s hand as he gulped at the gretha.

      “It’s okay. We’ve got plenty. Gonna get you someplace safe.”

      Reyland’s chest heaved. He made a sound like a groan, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      “This was a message,” I croaked. “For me. From Lazrad.”

      “Forget Lazrad,” said Lock. “We need to get him in the buggy.”

      “Why d’you think she left that tank on him?” I staggered upright, dizzy with rage. “She knew I’d find him, and I’d know he died slow. Died alone and afraid—died paying for my crimes.”

      “Stop it.” Lock lifted Reyland, cradling him to his chest. “You ride in back with him. Keep him alive.”

      “Don’t you get it? This was revenge.” I trailed after Lock, fury roiling in my guts. “I wouldn’t come when she called, so she pulls this mean, vicious—” I slammed my fist into the buggy, as hard as I could. The hood boomed and crumpled. Lock let out a yell.

      “This isn’t about you. Quit your hysterics and—”

      “It’s Lazrad. She—”

      “It’s not about her, either.” Lock shifted Reyland’s weight and wrenched the door open. “Whatever vendetta you’ve got with her, now’s not the time.” He stretched Reyland across the back seat and motioned me after him. “Go on. Get in.”

      I got in, ears ringing. That copper taste was back, that phantom smoke smell. I looked down at Reyland and saw Derrick stare back, dead eyes bright with moonlight. He moaned and my heart lurched. I reached for my phone.

      “What are you doing?” Lock peered over the driver’s seat, brows knit together.

      “Nothing. Just drive.”

      “Don’t turn that on.”

      I flipped the network switch and waited. Reyland was crying now, weak, tearless sobs. I felt them in my chest, a dull, hitching pain. He jerked as we got moving, then mercifully went limp. His eyes stayed half-open, like he’d lost the strength to close them.

      My phone buzzed, and Lock stiffened. “I told you, don’t—”

      “Myla.” Lazrad’s hologram popped up, eerie in the dark. “I thought I might hear from you. Ready to admit you were wrong?”

      “What?” I felt hot all over, seething with rage. “You’re a monster. A demon.”

      Lock made a strangled sound. “Lazrad? Is that Lazrad? What are you doing?”

      I looked down at Reyland, lifeless in my lap. His mouth hung open, full of broken teeth. Something ruptured inside me, some ripe, hate-filled boil. I could taste it, rich and rotten, feel it curdling in my guts. I wanted to puke, or maybe scream. Scream and scream, and never stop.

      “Reyland,” I said. “What you did to him, I swear to you—every drop of blood you spilled, I’m going to carve it out of your flesh. Make you feel what he felt, make you—”

      “Myla!” Lock honked the horn, a harsh, squawking blast. “Hang that up now. Hang up, or I’ll—”

      “I know your secret,” I snarled. “Prium talked. I know how to hurt you. You can hide if you want, but I know your weakness, and I’m coming to—”

      “I know yours too.” Lazrad’s feed switched to video, and my throat closed up. Ona was at Sky Station, geared up for a mission. She’d switched her E-team pips for A-team red, and she stood addressing the Decemites, her fierce gaze sweeping their ranks.

      “Doesn’t she make you proud?” Lazrad’s words ran down my spine like a shot of cold water. “She’s making the sacrifice today, so tomorrow we can build a world with no need for war or violence. No need for victims. No pointless blood-for-blood.”

      “That’s it. This is over.” Lock hit the brakes. We screeched to a halt, skidding in the sand. “Hang up and hand it over. I won’t ask you twice.”

      “Who’s there, that rebel? Ben, was it?” Lazrad chuckled. “Not that it matters. Surely you see now, you’re on the wrong side. That’s why you’re angry, not—”

      “Give me that.” Lock grabbed for my phone. I shoved him back hard and jumped out of the buggy. The wind had picked up, and the sand stung my skin.

      “Forty,” said Lazrad. “In case you were interested.”

      “Forty? Forty what?”

      “Forty dead, after tonight. After your little assault.” Her lips quirked up. “Forty of your friends, down in the Dirt.”

      “Wh—wha—?” I sank to my knees, all my strength fleeing me at once. I heard Lock behind me, choking back a shout.

      “I executed one traitor. You slaughtered forty innocents. Which side do you—”

      “Enough.” Lock snatched my phone and snapped it in two. He flung the pieces at his feet and ground them under his heel.

      “What did you do that for? I was—”

      “Letting her torture you?” Lock dragged me to my feet and shook me hard. “How long has this been going on? What’s she been telling you?”

      “Nothing. I—”

      “Don’t lie to me.” Lock’s face contorted, and I felt his grip tighten. “Oh, Myla. What’d she do to you?”

      I opened my mouth, but all that came out was a shuddering sob. “Lock—”

      “I’ve been watching you for weeks, watching your doubts eat you alive. Wanting to help you, and not knowing how. You think I can’t see it, your guilt? Your shame? It’s been her, hasn’t it? It’s been her all this time.” He stamped on my phone again, and kicked it away. “What did she say to you?”

      I stared at him, blind with tears. Lock pulled me close and rocked me like a child. I let him, arms limp at my sides.

      “You didn’t kill those people.” Lock’s voice shook, and he swallowed. “Neither did I. We’re fighting for an end to this, for us all to live free. For a safe place, like Delpha—a place we can choose our own futures. A place to build lives. Whatever Lazrad’s been telling you—”

      “She said what they all say. How we can spill some blood now or a lot of blood later. How that’s what war is, but she’ll put an end to it. Jetha says the same thing, and Starkey, and Ben. They disagree on who’s expendable, but the message stays the same.” My voice dropped to a croak. “But today, all those bodies—that was us.”

      “It wasn’t you or me.” Lock let me go, and I saw his eyes were wet. “That was a crime. It should never have happened. But you’ve got to ask yourself, what does Lazrad want after the war? What does Ben want? Or Jetha?”

      “Lazrad wants... to conquer Delpha, I think. And Southland. And Sonne.”

      “So, more war. And Jetha?”

      “She talks about rebuilding.” I sniffed and wiped my face. “They all do, the Outsiders. When the earth breathes.”

      “And they do build. Look at Clearwater.” Lock stood up straighter. “They build. Lazrad destroys. You can’t let her get in your head.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” The words came out trembling, small and ashamed. “It’s like I can’t think straight. Like all I see is the dead, the smoke and the horror—when the Decemites came and we were trapped in the Haven, or the night we found Derrick. I can’t remember my dreams, but I wake up tasting blood, and I know I was back there. I have to pull off the covers to know it’s not real. To know the blood’s not back, Samson’s brains in my lap. I felt his heart stop. I held his body. I—”

      “Myla.” Lock pulled me toward him and crushed me to his chest. His heart was pounding, his breath coming fast. “That’s what happened tonight, isn’t it? Why you’ve been freaking out?”

      I nodded miserably, blinking back tears.

      “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I didn’t know.”

      “You did the right thing.” I took a deep breath and gathered myself. “We need to get Reyland home.”

      “Yeah. We do.” Lock cleared his throat. “Jasper’ll help him. He’ll be fine.”

      I choked back a bitter laugh. Reyland might live, but I’d seen his pain. He wouldn’t shake that off any more than I’d forget Samson, or the moon in Derrick’s eyes. Still, I mustered a smile as I got back in the buggy. I had to be strong now. I had to keep fighting, or his sacrifice would be in vain.
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      We pulled into Clearwater at first light. Lock had radioed ahead, and Jasper was waiting with a stretcher. I stood by, feeling helpless, as they loaded Reyland onto it. He was still breathing, but he hadn’t regained consciousness since we’d gotten him in the buggy. I took that as a mercy. In the cold light of day, I could see his leg was broken. One arm hung loose from its socket, and under his shredded clothing, his torso was mottled with bruises.

      “Anything I can do?” Ben jogged up to join us, hair mussed from sleep. I pressed my lips together, anger stirring anew. Someone had ordered that strike on Echelon, and Jetha’d know who. Lita had heard rumors, which meant Katja had too. Which meant—

      “I need to see your aunt.”

      “She’s with the prisoner, but she should be done soon.”

      “Prisoner? What prisoner?” My stomach turned over.

      “I don’t know. Some Skyseeker. Lita caught him wandering, and she brought him back here.”

      “Lita. Of course.” I scowled, tasting bile. “Where’d they take him?”

      “To the barn, but—”

      “Thanks.” I stalked off, rage mounting. The barn stood stark in the gray morning light. It was guarded, I saw, two men flanking the door. The taller one moved to intercept me.

      “Jetha said no interruptions.”

      “She didn’t mean me.” I kept walking, eyes narrowed. I’d plow through, if I had to, bulldoze myself a path. The guard held his ground a moment, then darted out of my way.

      “I really think you should—”

      “I didn’t ask your opinion.” I flung the door open, and Jetha whirled, surprised.

      “Myla. You’re back.”

      “Yeah. And I have a bone to pick with you. I, uh...” The wind went out of my sails as her captive turned my way—as far as he could turn, shackled to his chair. He looked younger now than he had in the desert, and scared half to death. “Jim?”

      He gaped at me, wide-eyed. “Did you find him? Is he okay?”

      “You know this boy?” Jetha’s tone was sharp.

      “We’ve met.” I planted my hands on my hips. Jim made a sound, a sort of nervous gulp. He was trembling, I saw, clenching his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. I sucked in a deep breath. “Why did you leave him there?”

      Jetha frowned. “Leave him where?”

      “Not you. Him.” I pointed at Jim. “You left him to die, then you sent me to save him. Why?”

      “I—I didn’t.” Jim licked his lips. “The Decemites left him. The real Decemites, not us.”

      “How’d you find out about him?”

      “We’ve been bunked up with the Decemites since you raided our post. They had him the whole time. They, uh...” His gaze flitted to Jetha, then back to me. “They did what they did, then they took him away. Nina sent me to get you, and you know the rest.”

      “To get us? How’d she know—”

      “I don’t know.” Jim was nearly wailing. “It’s like I keep saying, no one tells me anything. Nina said go, so I went. She promised you’d save him. Did he make it?”

      “He did.” I turned to Jetha. “You need to keep him cuffed? He’s just a kid.”

      “He’s a Decemite.”

      “So am I.” I swayed, suddenly weary, and flopped down in the hay. “I won’t let him hurt anyone. Just—just let him go.”

      Jetha pursed her lips, considering. “This boy led you to Reyland? Is that what I’m hearing?”

      “It is.”

      “Then you keep an eye on him. I’ll find someone to drive him home.” She tossed me the handcuff keys. “Let him go if you want to. But he doesn’t leave this barn.”

      I waited for Jetha to leave and knelt beside Jim. I freed his ankles first, then uncuffed his wrists. He sat massaging them, restoring circulation.

      “Thanks.”

      I nodded. “Did she hurt you?”

      “No. She just asked questions. But I don’t know anything, so—”

      “It’s fine. I don’t care.” I leaned back and closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of hay. “You been working with Nina long?”

      Jim shook his head. “I just met her. But what those Decemites were doing—it was wrong. I never signed up for that. When she said I could help him, I jumped at the chance.”

      “You did the right thing.” I scratched the back of my neck. “You’ll need a good story for when you get back. To explain where you’ve been all this time.”

      “I’ll say I got lost on patrol,” said Jim. “My captain’ll believe that. I get lost all the time.”

      “Your captain? Who is that?”

      “Bradley. You know him?”

      “No.” I sat forward, frowning. “What about Ona? Do you see her at all?”

      “I wish.” Jim pulled a face. “She’s too high-profile for the likes of us. She doesn’t waste her time with the outposts.”

      I let out a harsh breath, dizzy with relief. I hadn’t wanted to consider the possibility Ona had hurt Reyland, but the fear had been there, swimming under the surface.

      “Hey, Myla?”

      I cocked my head. “What?”

      “Is it true you tried to kill her?”

      “Kill—kill who? Kill Ona?”

      Jim scrunched back in his chair, hands raised in denial. “I’m not saying I think that. It’s just what I heard. It’s been all over the screens, how you cornered her on that roof. How you tried to throw her off.”

      I fixed him with a searching look. “I could tell you the truth,” I said. “But it’d just be my story. Echelon has theirs.”

      Jim squared his shoulders. “I still want to hear it.”

      “Then ask yourself this: If I’d kill my own sister, why would I spare you?” I stood and turned my back on him. “I had you dead to rights. I could’ve blown your brains out, no questions asked. But I spared you. I trusted you. Who do you think I am?”

      “Someone I wish I was,” muttered Jim. I jerked, surprised.

      “So you really are—”

      A loud creak cut me off, as the barn door swung open. Jetha strode in with Lock, and motioned Jim to his feet.

      “Lock will drive you home,” she said. “Or as far as the gorge. You can find your way from there.”

      “Thanks.” Jim got to his feet. “And, uh, thanks for not torturing me.”

      “We don’t do that here.” Jetha made a shooing gesture. She looked as tired as I felt, her body tense with suppressed anger. The lines deepened around her mouth as she watched Lock lead Jim away.

      “Lock’s filled me in,” she said. “I know about the attack on Echelon.”

      I clenched my fists. “And?”

      “And I know what you must be thinking, but believe me when I say I had nothing to do with that. In fact, I did all I could to prevent it.” She went to the door and stood surveying the village. “The Plains camp floated the idea a couple of weeks ago. The rest of us dismissed it. We need the Dirt on our side, if we’re to have peace post-Lazrad. Bombing them out is no way to achieve that.”

      “The Plains camp.” I ground my teeth. “The ones holding Prium?”

      “That’s them,” said Jetha. “Their leader’s a hothead, but he wouldn’t have ordered this. Not on his own.”

      “So who did?”

      “I don’t know, not yet. But we’ll ferret them out. I can promise you that.”

      “Ferret them out, and then what?”

      Jetha pinched the bridge of her nose, maybe fighting a headache. “You should go get some rest. You’ve been out all night.”

      I thought about arguing, but Jetha’s obvious exhaustion had drained the fight out of me. She wasn’t the enemy any more than Jim was. And she was right—I did need sleep. With my adrenaline dried up, I was ready to drop. I gave her a tight nod and started back toward my cottage.

      “Myla? Hey, Myla.” Ben caught up to me halfway, and fell in beside me. He smelled sweetly of pine sap, like he’d just been chopping wood. I dredged up a smile for him, a weak, shaky thing.

      “Hey, Ben.”

      His knuckles brushed mine, a quick hint of warmth. “I wanted to check on you. You holding up okay?”

      “I could use a catnap, but apart from that, I’m good.”

      “You sure about that?” Ben’s expression turned serious. “I saw the guy you brought in. He’s a friend of yours, right?”

      “Reyland. Yeah. A friend.” I slowed to a halt. My head hurt. My stomach hurt. Had I got Reyland caught? He’d led me to Ona the night we broke in. Had Lazrad found out somehow? I hugged myself to stop the shivers. “Ben?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The bombing tonight. Did you know about that?”

      “Did I—” Ben’s lips twisted with shock, then with outrage. He took a step back, putting distance between us. “You’re tired. Your friend’s hurt. You’ve had a long night, so I’m going to forget you asked me that. Forget you called me a terrorist.”

      “Ben—”

      “You really think I have that in me?” The hurt in his voice made my stomach clench. I shook my head helplessly.

      “I’m sorry. A night like tonight, it’s hard to know what to think.”

      Ben let out a breath, half a sigh. “I’m sorry too. I’ve been worried, is all.” He closed the distance between us and took hold of my hands. “I know it’s not like it was with us, this summer in the caves. But I’m still me, and I’m here for you. You can talk to me. Lean on me. Anything you need.”

      I squeezed his hands, hot with shame. “Thank you. And I’m—”

      “I never did thank you for our rescue mission.” Ben’s eyes were shining. “That meant the world to me, that you’d do that for us…for me. That you’d go against your own, just to bring my aunt home.” He dropped my hands and pulled me into a hug. I went tense at first, stiff-backed in his arms. Then his warmth enfolded me, and I was back in the caves—not when the Decemites came, but the first night we’d held each other. He held me the same way now, one hand in my hair, the other at my back. He felt strong and certain, just as he had then.

      “I envy you,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “You know just who you are.” I buried my face in his shoulder. “You know what you’re fighting for, no questions. No doubts.”

      “We’re fighting for the same thing.” Ben’s voice went rough, his hand tightening in my hair. “Better lives for our families. Remember that, and you’ll be fine.”

      I nodded fiercely, but inside, I felt cold. Ben’s embrace was strong and solid, but even he couldn’t hold me together. I felt pulled in a dozen directions—the Dirt or the Outside; Lock’s fight or Ben’s. My loyalty to Ona or my hatred for Lazrad. I ached for vengeance and forgiveness, for war and for peace.

      “I should go check on Reyland,” I said. My voice caught, and I swallowed.

      “Get some rest after that.” Ben stepped back, frowning. “You’re always taking care of everyone else. You can’t forget yourself.”

      “I won’t.” I squeezed his hand one more time and set out for the infirmary. I’d just sit with Reyland till I was sure he’d pull through. After that, I could rest. A few hours, then bed.
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      I jerked awake in a panic, cast loose in time and space. I was in a white room, stretched on a white bed, white curtains all around me. Someone was manhandling me, a hand on my shoulder. I lashed out in terror, bolting to my feet.

      “Get off me. Get—”

      “Hey!” Jasper fell back, hands raised in surrender. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Just, your friend’s awake.”

      “My—?” I scrubbed at my eyes, hazy with sleep. “Reyland? He’s up?”

      “Up and talking.” Jasper touched his jaw, where a red bruise was forming. I stammered an apology, but he waved it aside. “Lock’s back. He’s with him.”

      “Lock?” I blinked slowly. “How long was I out?”

      “We had dinner an hour ago, so most of the day.” Jasper held out a water bottle. “Here. Have a drink.”

      I guzzled greedily and felt my head clear. I remembered now how I’d gotten here, the sun slanting in the window and my head full of sand. Jasper coaxing me to bed and drawing the curtain. Now I pushed it aside and saw Reyland sitting up in bed, a raft of pillows at his back. He smiled at the sight of me, and I tried not to flinch. In the light, he seemed diminished, skin thin as parchment, eyes dark and hollow. His teeth were a horrorshow, all jagged stumps. They’d cut into his lips, left them scored and raw.

      “It looks worse than it is,” he said, but he had a new lisp, a sort of tired whistle through the ruins of his teeth. My mouth went dry, and I swallowed.

      “Was this because of—”

      “No.” He shook his head and hissed in pain. Lock stroked his hand till the spasm had passed. “This wasn’t your fault,” said Reyland. “I got careless. I got caught. Don’t blame yourselves.”

      I found a chair and sat down. I felt heavy all over, a weight on my heart. “Did they make you—did you tell them anything?”

      Reyland made a wheezing sound, and I realized he was laughing. “I would have, if they’d asked. I’d have said anything to stop the pain.” A tear streaked down his temple and soaked into the pillow. “But this was a punishment, not an interrogation. They never asked a thing.”

      Lock pressed his fist to his mouth, and I saw him bite his knuckle. Reyland shuddered and whimpered, and my stomach clenched tight.

      “I heard something.” Reyland coughed lightly, and Lock handed him a water glass. He sipped from it slowly and licked his lips. “A lot of the new Skyseekers—they’re not volunteers.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It’s dangerous work, and they’re not trained for it. Casualties were high, and word got around. The volunteers dried up.” He sipped more water and grimaced. “Lazrad’s started a draft. The Dirt isn’t—the Dirt—” A coughing fit took him, and his glass slipped through his fingers. Lock caught it and set it aside. Reyland lay back, gasping.

      “Don’t try to talk.” I shook my head, helpless.

      “No. You should know.” He clenched his ruined teeth. “They’re scared down below. Scared for their children. They’re taking them younger. Thirteen, fourteen. Sending them to die. You—they could be your allies, if—”

      “We got it.” Lock took Reyland’s shoulders and forced him to lie still. “Myla’s right. Don’t push yourself. You’ve done your part.”

      “My part—my part...” Reyland closed his eyes. His chest hitched with laughter that dwindled into sobs. “Now, when you need me most—”

      “Don’t.” I reached for his hand, but the front door swung open. I turned to find Jetha framed in the entrance. She beckoned Jasper to her side, and I strained to listen in.

      “So he’s well enough to talk?”

      “For a few minutes, at least.” Jasper rubbed at his jaw where I’d struck him in my panic. “You’ll want to be gentle, though. An ordeal like he’s been through—”

      Reyland made a pained sound, a low, ragged groan. Jetha drew closer, and though she tried to hide her shock, I saw it in her eyes. She straightened up and cleared her throat.

      “Mr. Reyland—or do you prefer Aurelian?”

      “Just Reyland’s fine.” He shifted uncomfortably, and his cheeks went pink. “Nobody calls me—it’s Reyland.”

      “Reyland it is, then.” Jetha smiled. “Do you mind if we speak alone? I won’t take much of your time, but I—”

      “Absolutely not.” I got to my feet. “He’s been through enough. He doesn’t need an interrogation.”

      “It’s fine,” said Reyland. “I’ve come this far, right? I’m at your disposal.”

      “But—”

      “Come on, Myla.” Lock hooked his arm through mine and pulled me toward the door. “We can check on him later. Maybe find him a book or two, something to pass the time.”

      I let him lead me away, though my instinct was to fight him. I’d lost faith in my instincts, in my sense of what was right. But Lock, I could trust. Lock kept his head on straight, whatever else was happening. He slipped his arm around me as we stepped out into the cold.

      “He has to make his own decisions,” he said.

      “Who, Reyland?”

      “Yeah.” Lock bobbed his head. “We learn that in training. Torture breaks you down. It kills your sense of self. The way you rebuild that is having a say. Figuring out what you want and finding the strength to choose it.”

      “And that works? You get better?”

      “I don’t know.” Lock gazed across the clearing, where the cookfires burned low. “I’ve never known anyone who’s been through that. They told us the Outsiders would torture us if they caught us—they’re monsters, and so on. But I never heard of it happening for real.” He found a bench and pulled me down next to him. I leaned on him in the dark and let my eyes close. Lock made a grunting sound.

      “Still tired?”

      “Not in a physical sense.” I made a fist and felt the strength in it. The ache had gone out of my muscles, the sluggishness from my limbs. “I’m just—like when you get punched, that second right after.”

      “Reeling?” Lock chuckled. “You and me both.”

      My gaze drifted past the cookfires, where a line of trucks stood parked. I nodded at them. “Whose are those?”

      “Delegates from the settlements.” Lock leaned back, groaning. “They’ve been arriving all day. Guess we’re not the only ones upset after last night.”

      I frowned. “Did they meet yet?”

      “Not that I know of, but I’ve been with Reyland most of the day.” He looked away. “And keeping an eye on you too. In case, uh—”

      I stood as the door opened. “Jetha. Is he okay?”

      She strode over to join us, eyes hard with determination. “He’s gone back to sleep, but Jasper’s optimistic. He has a long road ahead, but he’s strong. He’ll recover.”

      “Lock said there’s a meeting with the other settlements.”

      “That’s right,” said Jetha. “I’m headed there now.” She straightened her collar and pushed her hair back. “I’m going to push for action. For a move against Lazrad.”

      I opened my mouth, but Jetha waved me to silence.

      “This won’t be like last night,” she said. “I want the Dirt on our side. I want to sway them to our cause.” Her lip peeled back in a snarl. “Lazrad’s drafting children now. Forcing them into battle. I want to harness their families’ outrage for a strike against Sky.”

      “What about Lazrad? If I could just stop her nanobots, stop her doing her update—”

      “Too late for that.” Jetha’s expression turned grim. “We’ve got outlaws in our ranks, staging guerrilla strikes. That’s going to keep happening if we don’t end this now.”

      “But Sky’s not just—”

      “Come to the meeting if you want to have your say.” Jetha gestured across the clearing, where a large tent had been set up. “There’s no point arguing with me. I don’t speak for everyone.”

      “Fine. I’ll come.” I set my jaw and followed her. I would be heard this time, and I’d make my words count.
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        * * *

      

      Katja took the floor first, raising her hands for silence. I was surprised at how tired she looked, gray head to toe from the dust of the road. She must’ve just got here—she still had her mask on, perched atop her head.

      “I’ll keep this brief,” she said. “Lazrad’s on a snake hunt, digging for spies. My network’s stretched thin, but what I can tell you is this: There’s unrest in the Dirt. So far, it’s isolated incidents—street fights, escape attempts. A mother on strike to protest her son’s draft. None of it’s come to much, but the people are pissed. They’re tired of losing their children, of losing their lives. They’re not at their breaking point, but from what I’ve heard, they’re close.”

      “And then what, they’ll march? Scream for justice?” A tall man got up, all brows and cheekbones. His teeth were black and rotten, his skin coarse as leather. “I’ll tell you what they’ll do—a whole lot of nothing. Our boys defied orders, but at least they did something. They sent a real message, one Lazrad can’t ignore.”

      “They sent the wrong message.” Jetha stood, fuming. “The Dirt needs to see hope in us. Not a new set of oppressors. If they’re to join our cause—”

      “You give them too much credit.” The Plainsman spat between his boots. “If they had the guts to revolt, they’d have done it long ago. They’re sheep—no, they’re worse than sheep. They’re complicit. They know they’re for the slaughter, and they build the abattoirs.”

      I bit my tongue till my eyes watered, and somehow held my peace. My moment would come, but this wasn’t it.

      “They’d fight if they could,” said Jetha. “But Lazrad keeps them hungry, living meal to meal. That’s their priority, keeping food on the table. But if we show them another way—if we arm them, if we fight with them—” She gestured at me. “Look at Myla. She’s from the Dirt, and she’s a wolf. She’s ferocious.”

      “Then she’ll see it our way. Bodies send a message where words go unheard.”

      I bristled at his audacity, presuming to speak for me. Lock did the same, stiffening at my side. He gripped my hand hard, and I squeezed back, jaw clenched. Even Jetha looked angry, but her tone stayed calm and firm.

      “Tell me, then, Marius, what was your message?” Her voice dropped an octave. “That we’ve forgotten our shared history? Forgotten who we are? We have cousins in the Dirt—the descendants of our forebears, who married into the Dome. And how many of us count exiles in our bloodlines? Are we to betray them? To tell them they don’t matter?”

      “This is wartime. We can’t cling to old ties.”

      “Can’t we?” Jetha stood straight-backed, proud and defiant. “Those old ties could save us, if the Dirt joined our cause. If—”

      “If, if, if.” Marius snorted. “If wishes were horses—”

      “He’s right,” came another voice. “The Dirt’s had their chance. We need to strike now, bring the fight home to Lazrad, no matter who’s in the way.”

      Somebody whooped, and a great clamor rose, voices in discord, boots stomping the dirt. Marius raised his blaster and pointed it to the sky.

      “Who’s with me?”

      A cheer rose, raw and shrill. Lock surged to his feet, and I was up too, my hair standing on end. The atmosphere had turned electric, the air charged with violence. I knew that charge well, that bright copper tang. I’d tasted it myself, felt the high that came with it. I elbowed through the crowd, moving to protect Jetha. Katja got there first and shoved Marius off his feet. She’d got a bullhorn from somewhere, and she raised it to her lips. She whistled into it, loudly, and the hubbub died down.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?” Katja rubbed her ear. “This is a summit, not a prizefight. Don’t make me remind you again.” She passed the bullhorn to Jetha, who set it aside.

      “I won’t be needing that,” she said. “Now, it might interest you to know we’ve been recruiting Skyseekers to our cause. They’re angry, resentful, tired of watching their friends die. It’s just a few so far, but with time—”

      “Time we don’t have.” Marius was back on his feet, puffed up with rage. “I’ve lost family to Echelon, and I know you have too. Every day we let pass, the desert drinks more of our blood.”

      “And ours,” I said. I strode forward, straight through the crowd. Jetha frowned, anxious, as everyone scattered to let me pass. I stopped in front of Marius and looked him dead in the eye—stared till he flinched, and I turned away with a sneer.

      “We’ve bled too,” I said, and I fixed my eyes on Lock’s. He nodded, encouraging, and I felt my pulse slow. “We’re not cowards in the Dirt. We face death every day, in the factories, in the refinery. I worked there too, from the age of ten on. They start us out early, so we don’t know anything else.”

      Marius made a disgusted sound. “I don’t see how—”

      “Then listen.” I drew a shuddering breath. “The Dirt’s asleep, just like I was, but I’m awake now. I’ve seen there’s more out here, a world beyond Echelon. I’ve seen we have choices beyond bondage or death. I believe in a free world, and I’m willing to fight for it. I have no doubt—none at all—that our friends in the Dirt can and will do the same.” I turned to Jetha, heart pounding. “The Skyseekers know me. They know Lock. We grew up with them. We can shake them awake, better than any bomb.”

      “I’m with Myla,” said Lock. His voice shook with passion. “I was a Decemite, captain of my squad. If they’ll listen to anyone, they’ll listen to me.”

      “Take it from them,” said Jetha. “Who knows better than they do?”

      “We’ll wake up the Dirt.” I pumped my fist skyward and shouted it loud. “We’ll wake them up, and they’ll fight on our side.”

      A ragged cheer rose from the back of the tent. More voices joined in, and I heard Jetha exhale.

      “I hoped you’d come through,” she said. She spoke in a low voice, just for my ears. “But this is more than I expected, and in the nick of time.”

      “She’s right,” said Katja. “This could’ve gotten rough.”

      “I wouldn’t have let it.” I felt my jaw tighten. “One way or another, I’d have made my voice heard.”

      “Well, I’m glad you chose this way.” Jetha held up her hands, and the hubbub died down. “I take it we’re all agreed: No more strikes on the Dirt. The parties responsible will answer for their crime, and as for the rest of us, we have a revolt to plan.”

      Marius opened his mouth again, but a man sitting next to him grabbed him by the sleeve. He looked around, scowled, and sat down with a grunt. I sat down as well, finding my place beside Lock. I’d picked my moment, and for once, I’d chosen right. All that remained was to make good on my promise.
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      “You look like a robot,” said Lock, “all those wires on your head.”

      I stuck out my tongue at him, but Jasper made a tutting sound.

      “This isn’t a joke,” he said. “If I’ve been hurting you all this time, for the sake of blowing up a few blasters—”

      “I’m not hurt. I’m fine.” I flexed to demonstrate, gave my bicep a slap. A wire popped off my chest, and Jasper taped it back down.

      “Kindly stop wriggling. This is delicate equipment.” He went to his terminal and tapped a few keys. “I only want to do this once. Just enough to get your vitals, so we know what we’re dealing with. How I missed it before, what this was doing to you...”

      “It’s okay.” I closed my eyes and breathed deep. “I really am fine now. I just needed sleep.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Jasper circled behind me and checked the leads one last time. I could hear him breathing, soft and shallow through his mouth. “All right. Whenever you’re ready.”

      I glanced at Lock, and he winked at me. Outside, it was snowing, huge flakes drifting in the wind. It had started last night, right after the meeting, a slow, silent fall that left Clearwater cloaked in white. The snow obscured my target—a blaster of Jasper’s design, loaded with his new bots—but I felt it just like always, buzzing in my head. I reached for it, touched it, and the mountain flashed pink. Lock jumped up, whooping, and ran to the window.

      “Did you see that? Did you see?”

      I cocked my head. “See what?”

      “It fired,” said Jasper. “Before it blew up, it fired.” He frowned. “But your heartbeat’s irregular. I’m seeing rapid brainwaves, like you’ve had a bad shock. How are you feeling?”

      I yawned without meaning to, and shook myself out. “Tired,” I said. “Not weak, though. Just sleepy.”

      “Give me your arm.”

      I stuck out my arm, and Jasper took blood. Lock watched him do it, his mouth a tight line.

      “She’s done for today,” he said. “No more till you’ve tested that. Till we know it’s safe.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Jasper. “I won’t risk Myla’s health for this.” He whisked the needle from my arm and disinfected the site. “You did fire that blaster, though. That’s different. Did you try something new?”

      “I’m not sure.” I pulled the leads off my head and out from under my shirt. “I was more relaxed, I guess. Not worrying about the outcome.”

      “That might be part of it, your state of mind.” Jasper set my blood aside and handed me my coat. “But we can worry about that later. Today, you’ll take it easy.”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Lock. He held the door open as I shrugged into my coat. “Let’s go find Jetha. She wanted to see us before lunch.”

      I followed him out, and we set off down the mountain. Lock was quiet—thoughtful, even—and I nudged him in the ribs.

      “What’s got you all broody?”

      “Huh?” He jumped a little. “Sorry. Just woolgathering. Reyland said something earlier, and it’s been on my mind.”

      “Reyland? You saw him?”

      “I took him some porridge. Thought it might be easy on his teeth.” Lock massaged his own jaw, as though it ached in sympathy. “Anyway, he took a bite and burned his tongue. I felt bad, but he said not to. He said it reminded him where he was.”

      My brow furrowed. “Where he was?”

      “He said when they left him there, out in the desert—he wasn’t actually passed out when we found him. He was sort of half-conscious, like a waking dream. He kept dreaming we rescued him—not just us, but all sorts of people. He dreamed Nina came, and Starkey, even his fiancée from way back when.” Lock’s throat made a clicking sound. “He’s still not completely sure this isn’t a dream. He thinks he’ll wake up and be back there, dying in the desert.”

      I swallowed bile. “That’s horrible.”

      “It reminded me of what you said. About the Dirt being asleep. You think they’ll believe us when we tell them it’s a dream? Everything they think they know, everything they’ve been told—”

      “You believed. At least, you did once you saw the truth.” I stopped and took his hands. “Remember when Ben caught us, when I went after Ona? I asked you who he was, and you said he was a brigand. A thief and a killer, you said, and you believed it down to the ground. But now, what would you call him?”

      “A friend,” said Lock. “But I’ve had months to adjust. To see what’s real for myself, and shake off my delusions. The Skyseekers won’t have that kind of time. All that bitter medicine, and they’ll need to swallow it in one dose. How’s that supposed to work?”

      “They haven’t had your training. Your years of brainwashing.” I squeezed his hands, gaining confidence. “Think about it. Six weeks ago, they thought no one lived out here. Now it’s a war zone, full of rebels and thieves. How far would you trust your leaders, knowing you’d been lied to all your life?”

      “I don’t know. Not far?” Lock shook the snow out of his hair. “You saw the truth. You saw it from the start.”

      “And the Skyseekers are like me, more than they’re like you. They’re from the factory, the refinery. They’ve gone all their lives thinking that’s all there is for them. All there is in the world. If we could show them something else—show them hope, show them this...” I gestured wide, toward the desert. “If they knew about Delpha, the life they’d have there—”

      “I’d like to think they’d come round,” said Lock. “But how do we get to them without getting shot?”

      “Maybe that’s what Jetha wants to talk about.”

      “Maybe.” Lock sighed and kept walking. “I want to do something for Reyland when this is all over. I don’t know what, but he’s just lost so much. He deserves a little happiness, something good to hold onto.”

      “He’s strong. He’ll find something.” I wasn’t sure that was true, but Lock seemed to find comfort in it, the spring returning to his step as we headed down the mountain. Jetha met us halfway, bundled up against the cold. She smiled at the sight of us and brushed the snow off my shoulders.

      “How did it go up there?”

      “All good,” I said. “Jasper got what he needed.”

      “And you’re feeling okay?”

      I nodded vigorously. “Couldn’t be better.”

      “Good, because I have news for you. You have a new mission.”

      “Both of us?” Lock looked surprised. “Another harvest already?”

      “Not this time.” Jetha steered us back toward Clearwater. “Nina’s rounded up some Skyseekers willing to hear you out. They can meet you tonight, so you’ll head out this afternoon.”

      “We were just talking about that,” I said. “I think they’ll listen. They’ve been lied to all their lives, and it’s getting them killed. If they’re anything like me, they’ll jump at the truth.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” said Jetha. “But I’ve been talking to Katja. She had some tips to pass on, and I think they’re worth hearing.” She nodded at Sergey as we passed by the guard hut. “Keeping warm in there?”

      He held up his hands. “Got my mittens.”

      “Good, good.” Jetha smiled. “Now, Katja’s first tip: The truth’s not a club. You can’t beat them over the head with it and expect it to sink in. The trick’s to listen first, and show you understand. Show them you’re with them, then lead them to our side.”

      Lock made a sour face. “And how do we do that?”

      “Well, let’s see.” Jetha looked me up and down. “Your hair looks nice today, Myla. How do you get it so shiny?”

      “My hair?” I touched it, self-conscious, and shook my head. “I don’t know. I just brushed it. Mom says that’s good for it.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Jetha’s smile turned mischievous. “It really is a lovely color, like sunshine in spring. I have some shampoo you could try, if you wanted to give it a wash.”

      “Thanks. That’d be—hey.” I scowled, indignant. “You saying I’m dirty?”

      “I’m listening to you, then adding my two cents. Like you’ll do with the Skyseekers.” Jetha winked. “Though, you could use a soak. And that goes for both of you.”

      “Thanks a lot.” Lock scratched under his shirt. “I’d just forgotten how gross I am, and you had to remind me.”

      “Next tip,” said Jetha. “Offer them something they want. I give Myla shampoo, maybe she’ll take a bath. What do the Skyseekers want? What can we offer that would win them to our side?”

      “Good lives for their families.” I glanced at Lock, and he was nodding. “That’s what the Decemites get, if they make it to Ascension. That’s what we got, big houses for our families. The promise of better lives.”

      Jetha frowned. “We don’t have big houses. But maybe in Delpha—”

      “The size of the house doesn’t matter,” said Lock. “Your kids go to school past their tenth birthdays. You’ve got doctors who’ll see you without skipping meals to pay for them, and your food’s better than ours. You live longer lives, if the Decemites don’t get you.” A cloud passed over his face. “If I could bring my mom out here, I’d jump at the chance. She’s sick, and back home, that’s a death sentence. If I could have Jasper look at her, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      “Your mother...” Jetha’s lips twitched downward. “I didn’t know.”

      “That’s just how it is for us.” Lock turned away, blinking. “You get the Undercrud, you die. No sense dwelling.”

      “The Undercrud, is it?” Jetha’s expression turned thoughtful. “What are the symptoms?”

      “A cough, then a bloody cough, then you drown in your own lungs,” I said, reaching for Lock’s hand. “It’s like the flu, but you’re stuck with it, and it keeps getting worse.”

      “Tuberculosis, maybe.” Jetha’s gaze had gone distant. “It’s rare here. We vaccinate. But we have drugs that might work. Don’t make any promises, but you can tell them we’ll try.”

      “Really?” Lock brightened. “My mom could live?”

      “Maybe.” Jetha pursed her lips. “I can send some antibiotics with you, as a sign of good faith. If it’s common, this Undercrud, the Skyseekers could take the medication to their loved ones—and to your mother, as well.”

      “Thank you. Thank you.” Lock made a choking sound, and I thought he might cry. He hugged himself instead, and closed his eyes tight. “She’s been sick a long time. I thought I’d never see her again. If this works, I—”

      “No thanks necessary.” Jetha touched his shoulder. “You’ve done so much for us. Far more than we’ve asked for. If this helps, I’m glad to do it.” Her hand fell away at the sound of distant engines. “Oh, that’ll be your escort.”

      I squinted past her. “Our escort? Where are we going?”

      “We have a camp out past Echelon in dire need of gretha. They’re down to their last gasp, so we’re bailing them out.” She shielded her eyes as the sun came out. “Garr will be leading the convoy. You’ll remember him from the Delpha trip.”

      “Garr?” I remembered him all right. He hadn’t thought much of me, and he’d made his disdain clear. He’d hardly said two words to me all the way there and back. “He’s such a slow driver. Couldn’t we just—”

      “He knows the way.” Jetha spoke firmly, hands on her hips. “You’ll go with the convoy as far as the rendezvous point.”

      “Right now?”

      “In an hour or so. You should go get ready while we service their trucks.” Jetha gave us a wave and set off. Lock stood watching her go, a rueful smile on his lips.

      “Don’t suppose we’ll have time for a bath.”

      “Don’t suppose we will.”

      “Looks like he’s taking one.” Lock nodded at Ben hauling water across the square. “Hey, Ben.”

      Ben set down his buckets. “Hey, Lock. Myla.” He flashed us an easy grin. “I’m glad I ran into you. I wanted to wish you both luck.”

      “Wish us strength,” said Lock. “Luck plays tricks.”

      “Okay—strength, then.” Ben turned his smile on me, and I found myself smiling back. “That was some speech last night,” he said. “Winning those hearts and minds.”

      “You don’t approve?”

      “No, I do.” His expression darkened. “We need all the help we can get, if we’re going to take down Lazrad. Bickering amongst ourselves only gets in the way.”

      “Right.” I nodded toward my cottage. “Well, I should—”

      “Sure. Come back safe.” Ben hoisted his buckets, and I went on my way. A tight knot of nerves had formed in my belly. I wanted Lazrad gone just as much as Ben did—wanted her punished, after what she’d done to Reyland—but not at the Dirt’s expense. Not on the backs of our factory workers, and the kids in the refinery. I’d protect them, but would Ben? Would Jetha?

      Snow crunched behind me, the convoy arriving. I could only move forward and hope for the best.
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      We rode in the flatbed, heading out of Clearwater. Lock was twitchy and restless, shifting where he sat. His edginess was catching, and I bumped my boot against his.

      “Sit still. You’re making me nervous.”

      “Sorry. Just nauseous. I wish he’d let me drive.” He fixed his eyes on the horizon and drew a couple of deep breaths. “It’s not so bad, sitting outside like this. But my mouth’s still all—” He leaned over the side and spat.

      “Charming.”

      “Screw you.” He showed me his finger, and I laughed.

      “Try moving your legs,” I said. “I heard that helps with motion sickness.”

      “It’ll pass in a while. Or I’ll puke. Either way, I’ll be fine.” Lock cocked a brow at me. “What about you? What’s with the cloud over your head?”

      “What cloud?”

      “Oh, that big, black, rainy one you’ve had since we left?”

      I looked out over the desert, at the Spire receding in the distance. It was a nice day, still and sunny, the air crisp with winter. Winter smelled different from summer, to my surprise—sulfurous, sure, but with undertones of snow. A faint, smoky tang when I filled my lungs to the brim.

      “Myla?”

      “It was something Ben said.” I shrugged my shoulders and sighed. “Or something he didn’t say. For me, what we’re doing here’s about protecting the Dirt. Getting them on our side so they won’t be targets. For Ben, I think—”

      “It’s about winning the war.” He wiped at his mouth. “But if the end result’s the same...”

      “Will it be?” I jostled against him as we went over a bump. Lock grunted, and I glanced at him. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Something personal, I’m guessing?” He swallowed, throat working. “Go ahead.”

      “When you were a Decemite, did you ever—” Kill anyone? I couldn’t bring myself to say it. My palms had gone clammy, and I wiped them on my pants. “Did you fight the Outsiders?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you hurt anyone?”

      “I did.” Lock pressed his lips together, and I thought he was done talking. He was staring at Garr, at the back of his head. He breathed in deep and let it out, sweat beading on his brow. “I shot four of them, one fatally. And that one, I—” His tongue darted out, and I thought he might be sick.

      “What?”

      “I shot first.” Lock gripped the wheelwell, his gaze still fixed on Garr. “He ran at Samson, and I fired. I went for his leg, but he was moving faster than I thought. My shot went through his guts. He begged me to finish it, and I—I did.”

      I waited for him to go on, maybe offer some excuse, but he just sat staring, a vein pulsing in his throat.

      “Does it bother you? Do you—”

      “I used to wake up like you do. With my hands all sweaty, and I thought it was blood.” The words came out in a rush, all harsh and jagged. “I dreamed of him, his last words. End it, he said. Don’t leave me this way. I tried to comfort him, but he kept just—kept begging me. I dreamed of that. I still do. But now, I sleep through the night, and I wake up thinking—well, who cares what I think? My guilt won’t bring him back.”

      I took his hand and held it. He was shivering a little, his palm warm and damp. I hated what he’d done, hated it down to my bones, but I had to admire his honesty. He’d told the plain, ugly truth, no excuses, no justifications. I could always count on him for that.

      We rode in silence a while, the terrain growing rocky as we circled past Echelon. The wind picked up as the sun went down, and we put on our goggles. Lock still looked pale, and when we stopped for dinner, he didn’t eat.

      Garr came and stood by us as I finished my ration. “We’ll be dropping you about an hour from here,” he said. “Once you’re done with your mission, head back to the gorge. You can radio from there, and someone’ll pick you up.”

      “Sure.” I pushed my fingers under my goggles and rubbed at my eyes. I was getting a headache from the cold and the sand blowing in my face. It’d been bothering me a while, since we’d passed Echelon going west. I shifted closer to Lock as Garr walked away. “You feeling up to this? You’re looking kind of green.”

      “Just the drive. It’s been bumpy.” He put a hand to his stomach and winced. “Feels like I’d be okay if I just threw up. But I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and—”

      “Wait.” I put my hands to my temples as my head throbbed and buzzed. Static filled my skull, and I snapped upright. “Decemites.”

      “Here?”

      “About a mile to the north.” I hurried after Garr. “Hey. We’ve got company.”

      “Company?” His eyes narrowed. “You mean, you feel—”

      “Decemites, closing in.” I pointed north, through the sandstorm. “They’re coming straight for us. I’d give us two minutes.”

      “Damn it.” Garr glanced over his shoulder. “The heat from our engines must’ve tripped their alarms. Their scopes would pick up on that, those new blasters they’ve got. Thought we’d given them a wide berth, but—everyone out of the trucks.” He held up his hand and our group gathered round us, seven in all, counting me and Lock.

      “We got Decemites incoming,” he said. “They can see us, but with the storm in our faces, we’ll have a hard time spotting them. Myla can help with that, so if she says do something, do it. It might save your life.” He pointed down a shallow slope, at a crumbling rock shelf. “Take cover down there. Stay away from the trucks. They’ll shoot out our gas tanks, so don’t get caught in the blast.”

      We scrambled down the hillside, pebbles shifting under our feet. The sand whipped about us, deadening the sounds of our passage. I could feel the Decemites coming, the hiss of their blasters. They had us outgunned—a good twenty guns, piled into four buggies.

      “They’re trained to outflank us,” said Lock, pulling me behind the rocks. “That is, if they’re Decemites. If they’re Skyseekers—”

      “We can’t be sitting ducks.” Garr crouched down beside us and drew his blaster. “If they surround us, we’re done.”

      “We can try running past them when they go for our trucks,” I said. “Outflank them instead. They won’t expect that.”

      “Heading their way’s a risk.” Lock cocked his own blaster. “Their scopes’ll pick up on us, even if they don’t hear us coming.”

      “So we’ll go, just the two of us.” I turned to Garr. “Me and Lock’ll draw them off, and the rest of you get to high ground.”

      Garr nodded tightly. “There’s a ridge just southwest of here, steep enough to slow them down.”

      “Then when we go, you run for it.” Lock shifted my way. “We’ll grab one of their buggies. That should get their attention.”

      “Everyone, quiet. Be ready to run.” Garr hunkered back on his heels, breathing hard behind his mask. I shut out the sound, and Lock’s presence at my elbow. The wind howled down the incline, but I hardly heard it at all, hardly felt its chill. The Decemites were nearly on us, engines roaring over the storm.

      “I hear them,” said someone, and Garr waved him to silence. The engine sounds swelled and cut out, leaving silence in their wake.

      “What are they doing now?” Lock edged up closer, breath hot on my cheek. I shook my head.

      “I don’t know. They’ve stopped.”

      “Maybe they’re not here for us.” A new voice piped up, hopeful. “They could be on patrol, or—”

      “Quiet.” I broke cover and leaned out, straining to see. I could feel four clusters of nanobots—four buggies in a half-circle, about three hundred yards out. “They’re just sitting there,” I said. “They’re not moving at all.”

      “Change of plans, then.” Garr rose with a grunt. “Everyone back to your vehicles. We’re—”

      “Ah.” I folded in on myself as a sharp whine split my skull. It spun up and up, like a corkscrew through my brain. I choked on a warning, broken squeaks whistling through a throat closed up tight. Lock had his hands on me, or Garr did. I was thrashing, seizing, boots churning the sand. Someone raced past me, back up the slope. I grabbed for him and missed, nails scrabbling in the dirt.

      Gun. I wanted to howl it, but I gagged on the words. My stomach rebelled, turning inside-out. “Guh—gah!” My scream came out a gurgle, on a sour tide of puke.

      “Blow it up.” Lock was shaking me, yelling. “Whatever it is, make it—”

      The whine turned to a buzz, so loud I grayed out. Then the static went dead and the sound was outside me. I was free of it, finally, but it was closing in fast—a hot road flare hiss that made my ears hum. I spat and gulped air and the words came at last.

      “Gun! It’s a missile! Get down right now.”

      The sand lit up greenish, a dull undersea flash. Shrapnel rained down on us, a brief shower of sparks. My skin burned, then my lungs, and somebody screamed.

      “Gas. They’ve got—”

      “Scatter,” roared Garr. Brown smoke rolled over me, and I couldn’t see.

      “Lock?” I groped for him and came up empty. Boots crunched on gravel, near or far, I couldn’t tell. Someone was coughing, and then they weren’t. “Lock!”

      The wind snatched my shout away and blew gas in my face. I felt my lips crack. I hunched up my shoulders and did a slow turn. The Decemites were on the move, and so were our own—thirty blasters, maybe more, each a dull point of static streaking through the storm. I couldn’t tell who was who, couldn’t pick friend from foe. I’d lost all sense of direction, of who’d come from where.

      “Lock?”

      Laughter wheezed out behind me, or maybe labored breathing. I whirled and saw no one, just dank, reeking fog. My hand went to my blaster, and I scowled into the murk. I could feel someone standing there, the dim spark of their blaster.

      “I’m armed,” I said. “Show yourself or I’ll fire.”

      Nothing happened. I drew a shallow breath and coughed it out. My cheeks were starting to blister, my palms raw and weeping. I raised my blaster anyway, and flicked off the safety.

      “Hear that? I can feel you. I know where you are. One move and I’ll shoot you, no questions asked.”

      That laugh came again, a soft, breathy ha. “You’d shoot your own sister?”

      My heart stopped and started again, and the blood drained from my head. “Ona?”

      “Who else?” A gray shape emerged, faceless in the gloom. “Though, you do love your secrets. Maybe I’m not your only sister. Maybe there’s a whole pack of you, a whole snakey brood.”

      I shivered. “That’s not funny.”

      “Who said it was meant to be?” The voice was Ona’s—a voice I’d know anywhere—but her words were a stranger’s…or Lazrad’s. She came closer, and I saw she’d lost weight. She had a hard look about her, all lean and tight. She’d pushed her mask up to glower at me, and her gray eyes were cold. “I’m not alone,” she said, and I realized she was right. Her squad had circled back and outflanked me, just as Lock had warned us—three points of static, closing in from behind.

      “You don’t have to do this.” I holstered my blaster and raised my hands above my head. “I know I hurt you, but—”

      “Shut up.” She spun on her heel as a nearby engine coughed to life. “Who’s that? I didn’t order—”

      I hissed through my teeth. Lock. Lock—it had to be. He’d stuck to our plan, gone straight for the buggies. I grabbed my blaster and fired, up into the sky. Behind me, someone yelped. I heard Ona scream. In the same breath, she plowed into me, and we hit the ground hard. A bolt hissed overhead, close enough I smelled ozone.

      “You saved me,” I gasped, breathless from my fall. I seized Ona and held her, her hair falling in my face. “You saved me. You still—”

      “Lazrad wants you alive. That’s all this is.”

      “No. That was you. I saw—”

      “Get up.” She blundered to her feet, dragging me with her. “We’re going. Come on.”

      I tore free of her grasp. I could see highbeams now, glaring through the fog. I ran for them, flailing, breath searing in my lungs. The buggy came roaring at me, smoking and jouncing through the fog. The driver was monstrous, hulking over the wheel, and I knew those broad shoulders, that shock of black hair.

      “Lock!”

      Plasma flashed and he ducked. His tires spun, spraying grit, a black plume in my face. Lock’s door slammed open, and I heard him shout out.

      “Get in.”

      I groped out, sandblind, and Lock’s hand clasped mine. He pulled me up and we were moving, my body splayed across his lap. Ona shouted, outraged, and Lock hunched over to cover me.

      “Stay down. Don’t move.” He swerved left, then right, and the air hissed with blaster fire. Our windshield blew out in a sharp crunch of glass. I felt Lock breathing hard, and the thrum of our engine. I felt the jolt as a tire blew out, and Lock accelerated into the spin. He pulled us out of it and sped on, cursing under his breath.

      “Lock?”

      “’S okay. Just hold on.” We careened down the slope, through waves of sand and fog. I held on for dear life, Lock’s elbow in my back, my face pressed to the seat. All I could think of was Ona saving my life. She’d spared me a bolt, and she’d done it without hesitation. Even now, that meant something. Maybe everything. She’d saved me.
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      Lock slowed as the smog thinned, and I scrambled off his lap. I scrubbed at my burning eyes and blinked to clear them. “Where is everyone? Did you see where they went?”

      “Can’t you feel their blasters?”

      “Yeah, but it’s—” I bit my lip. Lock was right. Order was emerging from the chaos, the Decemites regrouping in our wake. Up ahead, I sensed five sparks, bunched up and straggling southward. “There, running away. Those must be ours.”

      “How far?”

      “We’re almost on them.” I leaned forward, squinting, and Lock followed my gaze. Four hunched figures took shape, battling through the storm. Garr had the fifth over his shoulder, passed out or dead.

      “Garr. Over here.” Lock pulled up next to him, and Garr climbed in back. He propped up the wounded man to make space for the rest. Lock twisted round, frowning.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He got the worst of the gas,” said Garr. “It ate through his mask and he got a lungful.” He adjusted the man’s gretha hose, his tone turning nasty. “I see you two are still breathing.”

      “Well, our lungs—we can process...” Lock looked away. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Be useful. Take us to the tunnels.”

      “Where?”

      “Worthless, I swear.” Garr hissed through his teeth. “Keep moving south. I’ll tell you where to stop.”

      Lock hit the gas and we drove. The terrain turned rocky and our burst tire threw up sparks. Garr was coughing behind me, wet, rattling barks. I turned to check on him and didn’t like what I saw. He was bent over, gasping, mask pressed to his face.

      “Garr?” I reached back and shook him. “What’s going on?”

      “Our masks—they’re degrading. Outside air’s getting in.” He coughed again, weakly. “It’s the gas. It eats in.”

      “Here. I got something.” Lock slapped the glove compartment. “There’s duct tape in there. Find it and pass it back.”

      I found the tape and forked it over, but Garr was peering past me.

      “Look out for a wreck. Should be just up ahead.”

      “A wreck? I don’t—” Lock shouted, dismayed, and I felt myself falling. For an instant, I hung weightless, a shriek caught in my throat. Then our grill bit the dust and the dashboard rushed to meet me. Something clanged, loud and jarring, and I smelled burning rubber. Our wheels were still spinning, showering us with dead grass.

      “What—what the—” Lock killed the engine and jumped out. His boots sank in the dirt, and he nearly keeled over. “The ground here’s like quicksand. What is this, a vent?”

      “It used to be.” Garr got out as well, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “Get Ivan, would you? I’ve carried him far enough.”

      I did as he said, hoisting the downed man over my shoulder. “Where are we going?”

      “This way.” He set out at a shuffle, leaving us no choice but to follow. The ground fought us all the way, sinkholes sucking at our boots, porous rock crumbling like sugar. We passed a rusted buggy, half buried in the sand. Past that lay a steep slope, plunging into darkness. Lock stopped at the dropoff and shook his head.

      “We’re not going down there.” He took a nervous step back. “These old vents are death traps. A loud noise’ll bury you, let alone—”

      “It’s this or face the Decemites. Besides, this one’s different.” Garr half-slid down the vent in a rush of sand and pebbles. His team went next, clinging together for balance. I edged up beside Lock and eased Ivan off my shoulder.

      “You’ll have to help me with him. If I fall—”

      “I don’t like this.” Lock glanced behind us. “I don’t hear the Decemites. Do you feel them?”

      I nodded. “On foot, I think. I’d say we’ve got ten minutes.”

      “Well. Here goes nothing.” He grabbed Ivan under one arm, and I took the other. Our descent wasn’t graceful, Lock flailing wildly, my knees buckling at every step. Ivan flopped between us, listing like a drunk. He was conscious, but barely, all left feet. Halfway down, he tripped me. I went ass over teakettle, backward down the vent. Lock squawked and stumbled, catching Ivan as he fell. I rolled aside just in time to stop them both tumbling into me.

      “Bad idea. Didn’t I tell you?” Lock slid Ivan off him and got to his feet. “I think I broke my tailbone.”

      “What do you care? You’re a Decemite.” Garr got out a penlight and aimed it across the cavern. The beam wobbled wildly as a spate of coughs shook his frame. I caught glimpses of bleached white rock, porous as bone, and beyond them, a tunnel carved into the earth. Garr made for that, the breath rattling in his lungs.

      “What is this place?” Lock struck out after Garr, fishing for his own light. “These walls are concrete. And those lights—”

      “From the old world,” said Garr. “An underground railroad from a city long gone.”

      “How hadn’t I heard of this?” Lock gaped in surprise as a station opened before us. “This is incredible. Those screens over there, they’d have used those for timetables. And these benches—people must have sat there, waiting for their trains. Hundreds of years ago, and it’s like they just—”

      The creak of duct tape cut him off. Garr had his mask off, and was patching the seals. “Sorry to interrupt your, uh, nostalgia. But our masks are Swiss cheese, and they won’t fix themselves.” He held his hose to his face and took a quick gulp of gretha. I crouched down beside him and reached for the tape.

      “I’ll do Ivan’s,” I said, and Garr nodded tightly.

      “Don’t take it off him, if you can help it. His skin’s badly burned. You don’t want it to tear.”

      I worked as quickly as I could, ripping off strips of duct tape and securing the seals. The whole mask felt rotten, the rubber damp and spongy. Ivan gurgled as I worked, eyes screwed tight shut. I wasn’t sure he could open them, or if he ever would again. The lids were fat and swollen, puffed up with blisters. His cheeks were red-raw, his lips split and bloody. His breath came in thin whines, whistling through his mask.

      “Almost done.” I taped off the last seal and tossed the roll back to Garr. He bit off one last strip and passed it down the line. I stood and peered down the tracks, down the black tunnel beyond. “Do they know what’s down here? The Decemites, I mean?”

      “Not a chance.” Garr slid his mask back on. “They ditched this vent twenty years ago, when the gretha ran dry. We thought we might find more, some reservoir they’d missed. We found this instead, much good it did us.”

      Lock hopped off the platform and onto the tracks. “How far do these tunnels go?”

      “Not far. They’re collapsed, mostly.” Garr stood up, knees popping. “Now, is everyone okay? No serious injuries, besides Ivan?”

      A murmur went through our ranks, quiet affirmation. Garr shot me a narrow look.

      “What about you?”

      I blinked. “Me? I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You seemed pretty sick earlier, before the big bang.”

      “Oh. That.” I pulled a face, tasting vomit. “That was from the big gun. From when it powered up. I thought my head might explode, but I’m all better now.” I grabbed my canteen off my hip and drank till the taste was gone. I did feel okay, mostly, just frayed around the edges. Nothing a nap wouldn’t fix.

      Garr unhooked his blaster, checked the cartridge, and grunted. “Those Decemites. Are they close?”

      “They’re up top now.” I closed my eyes and focused. “Circling the vent.”

      “Then we’ll make our stand here.” Garr surveyed the station, suppressing a cough. “We’ll get down on the tracks, use the platform for cover. We’ll pick off a few of them before they get—”

      “No.” I stepped back from the tracks, shaking my head. “Their captain’s my sister. We’re not firing on her.”

      “I can’t make you fight,” said Garr. “But my priority’s my squad. I’ll defend them as I see fit.” He raised his arm. “Robin, Mark, flank the tunnel. Lock, see to Ivan, and Joe, you’re with—”

      “No.” I backed toward the vent, one hand on my blaster. “We’re not doing this. I won’t let you.”

      Garr raised his own weapon and trained it on my head. “Stand down or I’ll stand you down. That’s an order.”

      “Get your gun off her.” Lock fired past Garr’s head, the flash blinding in the dark. “Next shot, you’re dead.”

      I stood round-eyed, staring. Garr’s sleeve was smoking—Lock had fired close. He was snarling, teeth bared, feral in his rage.

      “You think I’m joking. I’m not. Drop your blaster, or—”

      “Stop.” I took a step backward, hands in the air. “I’ll go up myself,” I said. “Ona saved me back there. I can get her to join us, or if not—”

      “What? She’ll kill you?” Garr made a snorting sound. “And you expect me to stand by and, what? Watch it happen? Jetha’d love that.”

      “Ona won’t kill me.” I swallowed. “She said it herself—Lazrad wants me alive. She’s here to take me, not kill me. She’ll leave you alone.”

      Garr glanced at Lock, then at Ivan. He lowered his blaster and sighed, a tired, heavy sound. “I suppose it’s our best shot,” he said. “Sniping Decemites in the dark—I can’t see a happy ending.”

      “So we sacrifice Myla?” Lock lurched after me, clumsy in his haste. He caught me in the tunnel and spun me to face him. I shook him off and pushed on.

      “It’s this or we’re all dead. Ona won’t hurt me.”

      “Lazrad might.” Lock shoved in front of me, blocking my way. “I can’t stop you. I know that. But—”

      “What?”

      He flicked off his flashlight and the tunnel went dark. “If I lost you—if they hurt you—I don’t know what I’d do.” His voice dropped to a rasp. “I doubt you’d remember this, but we talked a while back about me wanting to see the ocean. You said you’d drive out with me, and I thought...” He exhaled on a groan. “I know that was just talk, but—”

      “It wasn’t.” I groped out blindly and got a handful of his collar. Lock’s hand flew up to grasp mine. I pulled him close, smelling his clean sweat and the cool tang of winter. “We’re still on for our road trip. This isn’t goodbye.”

      “So you say.” His voice caught and broke. I pushed up his goggles and thumbed his tears away. He went still as I cupped his cheek, sighed as I leaned in.

      “Myla?”

      I kissed him without thinking, a rough, brusque sort of kiss. His lips were dry and salt-tasting. My breath hitched and caught. Lock made a surprised sound, and then he kissed back. His free hand brushed my hip, then darted to my shoulder. I could feel his heart pounding, and when he pulled back, he stumbled.

      “I’ll come with you,” he said, but I shook my head.

      “Lazrad wants me alive. But you...” I kissed him again and I thought of the ocean. I pictured it like Lock himself, vast and quiet, all the world’s strength in its depths. I ached for it, ached for him, and I whispered my plea into our kiss. “I can’t lose you either. Swear you won’t follow me.”

      “I swear.” Lock’s boot scraped the concrete, and he crushed my hand in his. “Swear you’ll come back.”

      “I will. You’ll see.”

      “Then go. I’ll be waiting.” Lock let me go, and I jogged back toward the vent. The wind had stilled up above, and the sunset blazed red. I could see the shapes of the Decemites, black against the glare. Ona was with them, I knew, but I couldn’t pick her out. I took a deep breath and stepped out of the tunnel.

      “Ona?”

      Up top, a blaster cocked. I steeled myself and tried again.

      “Ona, it’s Myla. I know you’re up there.”

      “So?” One of the silhouettes detached from the rest, and my mouth went dry. Even her gait had changed, the way she held herself. The Ona I knew would’ve heard me out. She’d have wanted peace between us. This girl—

      “What do you want?”

      “Call off your—” My throat closed, and I swallowed. “Order your troops back. I want to come up.”

      “Just you?”

      “Just me.”

      Ona said nothing, and the seconds stretched out. I was sweating under my collar, my stomach in knots.

      “I just want to talk,” I called, when I couldn’t take it any longer. Ona made a snorting sound.

      “Come up slow,” she said. “And unarmed. Drop your blaster.”

      I unhooked my blaster and dropped it in the dirt. The Decemites fell back as I started up the slope.

      “Hands up,” said Ona. I did as she said, though the ascent was steep and my footing unsteady. I felt the Decemites staring as I inched my way up. They all had their weapons drawn, their sights trained on me. When I moved, so did they, tracking me with their scopes. I crested the incline and let my hands drop to my sides.

      “I come in peace, see? No need for the firing squad.”

      “They won’t shoot without my say-so.” Ona looked bored, almost. She stood still and expressionless, hands clasped behind her back. She’d changed her hair, I saw, let it grow out. She wore it loose, like Lazrad’s, and parted down the middle.

      “Well?” She sized me up, scowling, and I felt my face go hot. I felt dirty, all of a sudden. Unkempt. Unsatisfactory.

      “I want you to come with me,” I said. “Surrender and join our cause.”

      One of Ona’s goons snorted. She waved him to silence, but she was smirking, herself. “Surrender, is it? And why would I do that?”

      I narrowed my focus to Ona, picturing just us sisters, home in the Dirt. In the kitchen we’d grown up in, peeling potatoes for dinner. I smiled at that Ona, and held out my hand.

      “You’ve lived with us,” I said. “Lived out here, just like I have. You know Jetha and Ben. You know the Outsiders.”

      “And I thought I knew you. People make mistakes.”

      “You’ve eaten at their tables. Babysat their kids.” My voice went hoarse and my eyes prickled. “You saved their kids, even, the night the Decemites came. Carried them one by one, back to the Haven.”

      “I’m human. What of it?”

      “I know about Blank Slate,” I said. “Lazrad wants them all dead. Every son. Every daughter. You saved their lives once. Now you’d take them away?”

      Ona’s lip twitched, then, and I saw my sister. I saw her pain and I reached for her, but she pushed me away. She pushed me so hard I fell flat on my ass. I crashed to the ground and crashed back to reality—twenty Decemites closing in on me, twenty blasters trained on my head.

      “Ona?”

      She knelt down beside me and pulled me in close. Her breath grazed my cheek as she whispered in my ear. “All this pity for their families—what about ours?” Her nails dug into my neck, and I felt them draw blood. “Walk away. Come fight with us. You think it’s that easy?”

      “I think—”

      “The moment I betray Lazrad, our parents are dead.” She shoved me off her and got to her feet. Her eyes had gone blank again, void of all feeling. She yanked her mask down and raised her voice in command. “Since my sister seems incapable of grasping her situation on her own, it’s time we showed her what’s up.” She snapped her fingers. “Take her.”

      I didn’t resist as they jerked me upright. I stood still as they cuffed me, eyes fixed on Ona. She didn’t look at me, not once.

      “What about the others?” A tall boy shaded his eyes to peer down the vent. “Should we—”

      “We’ve got what we came for. Leave them alone.”

      “What you came for?” My head snapped up. “You knew we’d be here?”

      Ona made a huffing sound, not quite a laugh. “You have your spies. You didn’t think we’d have ours?”

      “Spies?” I felt my blood run cold. “You know about Reyland? You know what they—”

      “Get her back to the buggies.” Ona pointed back the way we’d come. “Take their trucks too, and get the cargo back to Echelon.”

      “Ona!” I lunged for her, stumbled, and my knees hit the dirt. “Say you didn’t know. Say you didn’t—”

      I saw the blaster coming at me, its stock glinting black. Then my head flared with agony, and the world swam away.
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      I came to my senses in a dark place, curled on my side. My left eye was gummed shut with old blood and wouldn’t open. When I went to wipe it, I found I was still cuffed.

      “Ona?”

      No one answered. I sat up, slow and clumsy, and rubbed my face on my shoulder. I rubbed till my eye popped open and blinked my vision clear. I couldn’t see much, just shapes in the gloom, but I knew where I was. We’d found Jetha in a place like this, a gray prefab shed with a grubby dirt floor. This one had a bed in it, and a couple of chairs. It had a window, soaped over, and a bucket in one corner.

      I shifted and groaned, stiff from lying still. The hum of conversation drifted from afar. I found myself annoyed by it, and I rapped my cuffs on the wall. The clang they made was satisfying, so I did it again. I did it and kept doing it till the door slammed open. Light lanced in, blinding, a bright flashlight beam. I shielded my eyes, wincing.

      “Get that out of my face.”

      Ona set her light on a high shelf. “You slept a long time,” she said.

      I scowled. “You knocked me out.”

      “Not me. But I would have if someone hadn’t beaten me to the punch. It’s time you learned to follow orders.” She sat down across from me, perched backward on her chair. “But these last few hours, you’ve just been sleeping. Thought you might sleep all night.”

      “Well, I’m up.” I gave my cuffs another bang. “These pinch. Take them off me.”

      “Can’t slip those ones, huh?” Ona’s mouth quirked up. “They’re new. State of the art.”

      “What?” I strained at my cuffs and felt them clasp tighter. “What did you—”

      “They’ll shock you as well, if you stray too far from the control unit.” She waggled a plastic fob at me and dropped it in her pocket. “Quite a nasty shock too, so I’d advise you don’t try.”

      I ground my teeth, irked. It was faint, but I felt it now, a low static hiss at the base of my spine. “Nanobots in the cuffs?” I shook my head. Was there nowhere Lazrad wouldn’t stick them, now she had the rigur?

      “I brought you some food,” said Ona. She held out a protein bar and dropped it in my lap.

      “I’m supposed to eat that how, exactly?”

      “I can help if you want.” She reached for the protein bar, but I jerked my knees apart so it fell to the ground.

      “You really think you can win this?” I leaned forward, taut with anger. “Look at you. You’re no leader. And those Skyseekers—”

      “I came to feed you, not—”

      “You know who you’re up against.” I breathed deep, seeking calm. “Just, the Outsiders—you know them. They fight all their lives out here. They’ve been doing it for generations. They’re tougher than you are. They’re smarter. They know the desert. You think you’ll stamp them out, just like that?”

      “You said it yourself. I’ve seen how they live.” Ona rose with a sneer. “I’m not worried, but you should be, if you think they stand a chance.” She went for the door and my stomach turned over.

      “Wait. Don’t go.”

      “Why not? You won’t listen, won’t eat. What do you need me for?”

      I stared at her back, at the set of her shoulders. She stood ramrod-stiff, one foot out the door. I felt tired just looking at her, my resolve running dry. “Fine. You won’t join me. But why do you want me dead?”

      “Dead?” Ona jerked back, and she let the door slam shut. “You think I want you dead?”

      “We’re just tools to Lazrad.” I gave my cuffs a rattle. “Even she has to realize I’m a tool she can’t use. You think she’ll let me live?”

      “It’s not like that,” said Ona. “There’s a place for you. She promised. Come home with me, say you’re sorry—”

      “Say I’m sorry?” I laughed without meaning to, so loud it hurt my throat. “I’ve stung Lazrad at every turn. I blew up her arsenal. I ran off with Lock. I brought down her mine, and the list goes on. If you think saying sorry’ll fix that, you really are a child.”

      “I’m Lazrad’s right hand. She listens to me.” Ona drew herself up. “I made her promise, if I found you—”

      I gaped, incredulous. Even Ona couldn’t believe that. She couldn’t be that naïve after everything we’d been through. She’d said it herself, back at the vent—hissed it in my ear with twenty blasters to my head—Mom and Dad were forfeit if she didn’t toe the line. She couldn’t keep them safe, or me, or anyone. She knew that. She knew it, and still—

      “You’re disposable, is what you are.” I spat the words through clenched teeth, hating the taste of them. “She’ll use you and toss you, just like all the rest. Like Lock, when we—”

      Ona slapped me hard, backhand across the face. I reeled with the shock of it, more than the sting.

      “I’m sick of your lies,” she said. “You think—you’ll convince yourself of anything, if you want to believe it bad enough. But those rebels of yours, those Outsiders, they’re killers. They bombed the refinery—remember Christine? And Mariet?”

      “Ona—”

      “They’re dead now.” She thumped her fist on the door. “They’re dead, and fifty more. There’s kids who didn’t get masks in time. They lived, sure, but they’ll never be the same. Five minutes is all it takes—five minutes not breathing, and the brain starts to die. You did that, your people, and you say Lazrad’s the enemy?”

      “It’s not that simple.” My protest came out weak, earning a snort from Ona.

      “Fifty dead. Kids with brain damage. Where’s the upside?”

      “There isn’t one.” I hunched over, exhausted. “I won’t defend terrorism. That should never have happened. But Jetha wasn’t for it, and—”

      Ona rolled her eyes. “Oh, here comes the but.”

      “No but. That was wrong.” I forced myself upright, looked her dead in the eyes. “I was wrong. It’s not complicated. Lazrad’s fighting for some fantasy of progress, some utopia in her head. We’re fighting to live. That’s it. That’s all. As simple as that.”

      Ona turned her back on me, and I thought I saw doubt in her, in the way she hid her face. Then she opened the door again, and the moment was gone.

      “Go to sleep,” she said. “We’ll head home at first light.”

      I sat and listened long after she’d gone. The camp was winding down for the night, distant doors slamming as the Decemites sought their bunks. Heavy footfalls tromped by, the slow, measured gait of a guard on patrol. Ten minutes passed, and he went by again. I tugged at my cuffs and felt them tighten.

      “Progress, huh?” I reached for the nanobots, and I felt them reach back. Their signal was muted, far weaker than the blasters. I gave them a nudge and my cuffs hissed and sparked. They went hot for a moment, then the wristbands fell open. I grinned at no one in particular. “The old kind worked better.”

      Ten minutes ticked by, and the guard passed again. I waited for him to go and crept to the door. It was barred, but not locked. I jammed a cuff through the crack and hooked the bar off its perch. It hit the ground with a clatter, and I held my breath. No one came to investigate, and I eased the door open. Outside, the camp was quiet, its dirt roads deserted. A lone light burned in a window to the north. Lazy eddies of sand drifted between the sheds. I picked out two Decemites to the south, waiting their turn for the latrines. The guard was sneaking a cigarette by the buggies. He blew a smoke ring and watched it float away. I took advantage of his distraction to make a run for it.

      I dashed between the sheds, bent low to the ground. Floodlights ringed the camp, and I scurried between them like a rat. No siren sounded, no guard raised the alarm. The night swallowed me, and I was free. To my north, the horizon shone purple, the Dome keeping its watch. The Spire rose behind me, black on black. I turned southwest and ran. I’d promised Lock I’d come back to him, and I meant to keep my word.

      “Myla.” A lone voice cut through the blackness, and I froze mid-stride.

      “Ona.”

      “I can’t let you go.”

      I did a slow turn. Ona was by herself. Her hand was on her blaster, but she hadn’t drawn it yet.

      “You could,” I said. “It’s just you and me. No one to blame you—no one to say you even saw me.”

      “It’s still my watch.”

      I took a quick step toward her, then another. Ona held her ground. She stood stiff, hard-eyed, but to me, she looked scared.

      “You might have Lazrad fooled, but I see you in there.” I edged closer, hands up. Ona’s thumb twitched on her blaster. “Come with me,” I said. “Lock’s still alive. We’ve got this doctor, Jasper—he could save you too.”

      “I don’t need saving.” She drew her blaster and turned it on me, and I saw her hand was steady. “Last chance. Come quiet.”

      “If you want me, you’ll have to shoot me.” I turned my back on her, and time slowed to a crawl. Ona flicked off her safety, click in the night. Gravel crunched under my heel. A sliver of moon peeked through the clouds. I felt the breeze in my face, and my neck prickled with gooseflesh. I could feel Ona’s sights on me, at least in my head—a hot spot on my back, just left of my spine. She’d go for my heart, I thought. She’d want my face intact, for when Mom and Dad—

      “I’ll shoot. I’m not kidding.”

      “So do it.” I clenched my teeth and started walking. Ona didn’t shoot me, and I broke into a jog. I didn’t look back, not till my legs ached from running and the camp was a bright spot behind me. When I finally turned, I half-expected to find the cavalry on my tail, a wide fan of buggies roaring to intercept me. All I saw was the desert, and the first glimmer of dawn. I smiled, sad and bitter.

      “Thanks, sis.”
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      I got back to the tunnels just after sunrise. Garr had called for backup—a convoy had parked where the gas had scorched the grass brown, six trucks in all. Blasters buzzed in my head, at least thirty of them, and I narrowed my eyes as I spotted Irina.

      “Irina. Over here.”

      She glanced at me, sour-faced. “Well, that’s one item off our to-do list. You’ve rescued yourself.”

      “Yeah. I’m back. So these trucks, all these blasters—”

      “They’re not here for you.” Garr trudged over to join us, lugging a tire. “Did you see where their camp was?”

      I bit back dread. “Why?”

      “Because there’s a village just west of here starving for gretha,” said Irina. “That shipment your sister snatched was their shot at survival. If we don’t get it back—”

      “Myla!”

      I spun on my heel, and Lock nearly bowled me over. He threw his arms around me and crushed me to his chest. I hugged him back just as hard, dizzy with relief.

      “We found blood on the sand.” He pushed my hair back, thumbed grime off my forehead. “I wanted to look for you, but I didn’t know where.”

      “I told you I’d be back.”

      “You lie when it suits you.” Lock pressed a kiss to my temple, where the blaster had struck me. “Don’t get me wrong. I like your sneaky streak. But it’s been a long night.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and I saw his exhaustion. His eyes were red-rimmed and hollow, his brow streaked with dirt. I stuck my hand in his pocket to keep him by my side.

      “Did you sleep at all?”

      “I, uh—” His brow furrowed. “Ivan died in the night. Someone had to bury him, so...”

      I pulled Lock closer still, buried my fingers in his hair. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Sorry you went through that alone.”

      “I had Garr.” Lock tried a rueful chuckle. “He had, uh, ideas on how best to proceed.”

      “Then I’m double-sorry.”

      “You two.” Irina snapped her fingers. “I know the Decemites are your people, but can we count on you for this raid?”

      I felt Lock’s groan, more than heard it, a deep tomcat rumble against my chest. He let me go and stepped back, shielding his eyes against the sun. “We don’t want to hurt anyone. Not the Decemites, not those villagers out west. We’ll help get your gretha back, but no more than that.”

      “That’s all we want,” said Garr. “We just need to distract them and drive off with our trucks. We’ll shoot over their heads, send them diving for cover. We just need an opening to steal back what’s ours.”

      “But you’ll still be shooting.” I worried at my lip. Ona had let me go. Steaming back in guns blazing seemed ungrateful, to say the least. “I could distract them,” I said. “Put on some fireworks, draw them away from the trucks.”

      “Fireworks. Right.” Irina made a snorting sound, but Garr’s eyes lit up.

      “What, blow up their blasters? The stories are true?” He shook his head. “Weird enough you can sense them. This, I don’t—”

      “She can do it,” said Lock. “I’ve seen it myself. But if she does, I’m in charge. And my first order—”

      “If she does what?” Irina threw up her hands. “I swear, you Decemites—”

      Lock waved her to silence, quick and dismissive. He’d shifted in front of me, shielding me with his body. “Myla can blow up their weapons,” he said. “She can do it from a distance—Garr can fill you in on the details. But she’s not doing any of that unless I’m in command.”

      Irina laughed out loud. “You? You must be—”

      “Fine.” Garr cut her off sharply and turned to Lock. “What’s the plan?”

      Lock stood quiet a moment, surveying the scene—six trucks, thirty bodies, all bristling with guns. “We’ll take three vehicles,” he said. “I’ll drive the first one, and we’ll take back the trucks. I’ll have six of you in the flatbed, two for each truck. Garr’ll drive Myla, and he’ll stay in back.”

      Irina’s eyes narrowed. “And the middle truck?”

      “Draws off any Decemites that come after Myla.” Lock glared round the circle. “Are we understood?”

      “What about the rest of us?” Irina drew herself up. “Three trucks seems risky against a whole camp.”

      Lock pressed his lips together, already headed for his truck. “You can follow at a distance,” he said. “But stay hidden unless I call for you. If this goes like it ought to, we’ll be in and out in a flash.”

      Irina made a tch sound, but she didn’t protest. I hurried after Lock as she headed for her truck.

      “Lock. Hey, Lock?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I really am fine, you know. You don’t have to protect me.”

      “Don’t I?” He pulled me away from the flatbed, out of earshot of the others. “Look, I trust you. You know that. But you’ve been pushing yourself hard, and you’re about to push harder. If you tire out again, like after Jasper’s tests—” His voice went rough. “I worry you won’t heal. You’ll catch a stray bolt and just—”

      “I get it.” I hugged him one more time, a quick, fierce squeeze. “Thank you. I mean it. I... I had a long night too.”

      “I know you did.” Lock reached out, smiling, and tucked my hair behind my ear. “Now, let’s get this over with and be on our way.”

      I hopped into Garr’s truck, and he got us rolling. The trip back was quick, a straight line through the desert. Lock kept checking in anyway, his voice crackling over the airwaves. I gave him the same directions every time, just to let him hear my voice. Soon, the camp rose before us, shoddy by daylight. We took shelter nearby in the shadow of a ridge. I could see the Decemites below us, starting their day. Two were raising a fence out to the west. Four more were by the motor pool, hosing down their filters. I could feel the hum of their sidearms, but those weren’t my targets.

      “Can you do it from here?” Garr craned for a better look.

      “Yeah. But I can’t see—give me your blaster.”

      “My blaster? What for?”

      “Just give it. I need the scope.”

      Garr forked it over, and I squinted down the scope. “We got lucky,” I said. “Their arsenal’s to the south—that shed near the trash pit. Our trucks are up north.”

      Garr made a choking sound. “You’re going to blow the whole thing?”

      “As soon as I’m sure I won’t take anyone with it.” I switched the scope to infrared and trained it on the shed. The field stayed black and cool, not a hot spot in sight. I closed my eyes and focused. “Call Lock. We’re on.”

      I heard the radio squawk, and Lock’s muffled response. I heard Garr say something, then I opened my mind and the static rushed in—a hundred blasters or more, all clawing at my senses. I reached for them and went nerveless. My head pitched forward. Garr’s blaster bounced off my knee. I saw something like stars, a cold, dazzling galaxy spun across my vision. I reached out and touched it, and—
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      “—getting away. They’re getting away!” Irina’s voice burst from the radio, all spikes and static. I snapped to attention, and saw we were speeding through the desert. The camp was behind us, a column of black smoke in our rearview mirror.

      “Garr!” My shout came out winded, a pathetic croak. I punched myself in the chest and tried it again. “Garr. What—?”

      He snatched up the radio. “In pursuit. Over.”

      “Pursuit?” I blinked, rubbed my eyes. Dust pelted our windshield, obscuring my view. “Who is that? Who’s out there?”

      “Their commander. She’s running. We’re going to take her captive.”

      “Ona?” The dust thinned and I saw her, or the back of her head. She was driving fast, but not fast enough. Her back seat was crammed—five passengers, shoulder to shoulder. One of them turned, and my breath caught in my throat.

      “Skyseekers.”

      “What?” Garr accelerated, engine roaring.

      “No masks, just goggles. They’re Skyseekers. They’re kids. We have to let them go.”

      “Not a chance.” Garr rammed their bumper, a bone-shaking hit. My teeth clacked together so hard my ears rang. Ona lurched, regained control, and swerved to evade us. Our eyes met mid-spin, and I saw her horror, her panic.

      “Turn back now.”

      Garr snarled and hit the gas. I grabbed the wheel and spun it, and we slammed into something solid. I saw sand, then mountains, then a flat yellow sky. My seat belt bit into me, my shoulder, my hips. A huge sound filled my ears, like a boulder to the roof, and then we were skidding, hanging upside down. Our windshield spun away, all in one piece. Sand surged in and I choked on it, and my eyes swam and stung.

      “—in. Garr. Come—” The radio flew out the window, sputtering all the way. Garr coughed beside me as we spun to a stop.

      “Happy now?”

      I huffed sand out of my nose. “Not especially. What happened?”

      “You just blew our whole mission.” He clawed at his seat belt. “Damn it. I’m stuck.”

      “You’ll fall on your head if you undo that now.” I swiped grit from my eyes. “Why were we chasing them? Didn’t we get our gretha?”

      “Of course we did. But that’s not the point. We could’ve had their commander.”

      “Had my sister, you mean.” I twisted to look for her as the convoy pulled up. It hurt to move—hurt all over. I was bleeding, I realized, a warm trickle down my neck.

      “Myla.” Lock wrenched my door open, nearly tearing it off its hinges. “You okay? Can you move?”

      “I’m fine. Just stuck. But Ona—”

      “Halfway home by now.” Lock winked and my head spun, half-sick with relief. I closed my eyes as he cut me free, sawing roughly through my seat belt. It gave with a ripping sound, and before I could fall, he caught me in his arms. “You’re bleeding,” he said. He set me on my feet and held me there, as though he thought I might keel over.

      “I told you, I’m fine. You can—”

      “You’re not healing.” He ran a finger down my neck and pulled it back bloody. “That’s an open wound. And you’re bruising.”

      “I’m—” My vision dimmed, then cleared again. I swayed on my feet. I felt rubbery all over, like I’d run up the mountain with a sheep strapped to my back. “All those blasters back there. I think I overdid it. I sort of—I blacked out, and we were—” My arm itched, and I scratched it. It stung badly, and I flinched.

      “Myla?”

      I rolled up my sleeve. My wrist was raw, the skin abraded. It knit as I watched, but slowly. Too slowly.

      Lock loosed a snarl as Garr rounded the flatbed. “What were you thinking? I told you, pull back.”

      “Pull back. Right.” Garr flipped up his mask and spat in the dirt. “Your girlfriend wrecks my truck, and I’m the bad guy.”

      “When you put her in danger with some chase you had no business on? Damn right, you’re the bad guy. Can’t you see she’s hurt?” Lock seemed to grow two sizes, towering in his wrath. “You had one job—protect her—and you couldn’t even do that.”

      “And we can’t stand here arguing.” Irina pushed in between Garr and Lock. “Garr, you’re with me. Lock and Myla, you missed your rendezvous, but Nina’s willing to try again. She’ll meet you at noon, same spot as before.”

      Lock laughed, incredulous. “Rendezvous? Are you kidding me? Myla’s not going anywhere but back to Clearwater.”

      “Lock.” I tapped his elbow. “I can speak for myself.”

      He deflated so abruptly I had to cover a laugh, from hulk to hangdog in the blink of an eye. “Sorry,” he muttered. He took a deep, hitching breath and let it out through his nose. “Just, first, be honest. Do you really think you’re up for this?”

      I touched the scrape on my neck and found new skin, smooth and tender. I was healing, just slowly. “I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll sleep on the way and be good as new.”

      Lock still looked doubtful, but he gave a tight nod. “Guess we’ll be going, then. We’ll radio when we’re through.”

      I strode ahead to our truck, purposely strutting to show how okay I was. But my left knee nearly buckled as I jumped into the cab. I folded into my seat like a crumpled-up napkin, trembling all over and sweat-slicked down my back. My eyes closed and I let them, and just like that, I was out.
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      I woke with Lock hovering over me, dabbing my face with his cuff. It felt nice, kind of comforting, but I brushed him off anyway.

      “Who are you, my mother?” I scrubbed moisture off my lip. “And that better not be spit.”

      “It’s water from my canteen. You had a blood moustache.” He ran his fingers through my hair and smoothed it over my shoulders. “I could’ve let you go out there like some grubby urchin.”

      “I guess the phrase I’m looking for is ‘thank you.’” I straightened up, cracked my back. It ached, but not too badly, and when I jumped down, my knees held steady. “Where’s Nina?”

      “Should be here any minute.” Lock circled round to join me. “Put your goggles on. It’s windy.”

      I did as he said, wincing at the catch of the elastic. The wind was gusting, driving dust in lazy drifts. It made me want to sneeze.

      “There she is now.” Lock pointed over my shoulder, and I saw he was right. Nina’s buggy wheezed and sputtered as she steered it down the slope.

      “She only brought three of them?”

      “Unless there’s another buggy.” Lock raised his hand in greeting as Nina ground to a stop.

      “You made it.” She smiled, bright and sunny, and gestured at her companions. “This is Carina, and Matt and Nadine.”

      I frowned. “We were expecting—”

      “More. I know.” Nina pulled a face. “Yesterday, I had seven, but with you getting caught...”

      “It’s a good start,” said Lock. He clapped his hands loudly and broke out in a grin. “Carina. I know you. You grew up on my block.”

      “Not that you ever noticed me.” Carina toyed with her hair, winding one black ringlet round her finger. She looked about my age, maybe a little older. Matt and Nadine were kids, so fresh-faced they squeaked. I looked them up and down, sickened.

      “How old are you two?”

      They blurted out their ages in tandem—thirteen and fourteen, just as I’d thought. I grimaced, but Lock rallied, his smile never fading.

      “So, I’ve brought you some pills—you know anyone with the Undercrud?”

      Nadine raised her hand. “My dad.”

      Lock leaned into the truck and rummaged a brown paper package from under the seat. “Give him a bottle of these, and make sure he follows the instructions.” He passed the package to Nadine. “The next bottle’s for my mom—she’s in the Stars, so you’ll have to sneak them up to her—but the rest, you can hand out as you like.”

      “These’ll cure my dad?”

      Lock’s shoulders went tight. “I can’t promise you that. But they might. It’s worth trying.”

      Nadine mumbled her thanks, and the others edged closer. Lock’s smile was back, more dazzling than ever.

      “Come on. I know you’ve got questions. Hit me—don’t be shy.”

      Matt and Nadine exchanged glances, but it was Carina who spoke up. “Aren’t you scared?”

      Lock stroked his chin. “You’ll have to be more specific. Scared of what?”

      “It’s just...” She let go of her ringlets and toyed with her cuff instead. “Everyone says they’re so dangerous—the rebels, I mean. But we raided one of their villages, and they just ran away. They didn’t even have blasters, just old leadshot guns. We’ve got tanks on our side, and cannons, and drones. How do you expect to fight back?”

      I snorted. “You’re looking at us, aren’t you?”

      Carina’s eyes widened, and I realized I was looming. I forced a smile, let my shoulders drop.

      “What I’m trying to say is, you tried to fight us just yesterday. We knocked you back then, and we did it again this morning.” I grinned to keep from snarling. “You know Ona? My sister?”

      “The captain.” Matt went all dreamy-eyed, and I resisted the urge to smack him. “She’s incredible,” he said. “So smart. So strong. Is she looking for—”

      “We sent her home crying, with her tail between her legs.” I ground my teeth till they creaked, hoping I was right. Hoping she’d made it, not—

      “There’s a rumor back home, about the Decemites.” Nadine squared her shoulders and only looked younger. “They’re saying nobody’s seen one, y’know, on the screens. Like, the ones who Ascended two years ago, or five years, or ten. They’re saying they’re not up there. They’re saying—”

      “They’re not.” Lock glanced at me, and I nodded. He took a deep breath and went on. “I don’t want to scare you, but our nanobots have a lifespan, and it’s about ten years. When they go, so do we.”

      Nadine gasped, and Matt went pale. Carina clawed at herself, at a spot on her left arm.

      “Don’t panic. There’s hope.” I caught Carina’s hand and lowered it to her side. “Lock’s bots gave out, and our doctor gave him new ones. We don’t know how long they’ll last, but he’s working on—”

      “We’re going to die?” Nadine was crying, huge, gulping sobs. “That’s not fair. They never told us. They said we could go to Sky.”

      “And you still can, if we have anything to say about it.” Lock took her by the shoulders and stooped to meet her eye. “That’s what we’re fighting for, see? For you to live long lives in Sky, or wherever you want. To see the whole world and settle where you like. You could live out here, even, or Delpha, or Sonne.”

      “Delpha? Sonne?” Nadine sniffed wetly. “Where are they?”

      “They’re cities across the desert, far from here.” Lock smiled. “Oh, you’d love Delpha. It’s beautiful. It’s got a dome just like Echelon’s, and everyone gets their own car. There’s markets for shopping, with foods you can’t imagine, imported from all over the world. Bread filled with jelly. Coeurs d’artichauts. You’ll live to see all of that—or that’s what I want. That’s what we all want, me, Myla, the Outsiders.”

      “Then why’d they attack us?” Carina scratched her arm. “That bomb in the refinery—”

      “Why’d you raid their village?” My stomach soured and curdled. “You think that didn’t cost them? You starve us for gretha, burn our villages to the ground. You kill off our sheep so we’ll starve through the winter, and somehow it’s shocking when—”

      “Hey.” Nina caught my sleeve. “I think she gets your point, huh?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. My neck prickled with embarrassment, and I hung my head. “Honestly, I—I’m sick over what happened. I worked at the refinery. I’m not defending the people who bombed it. Just...”

      “We want the violence behind us,” said Lock. He laid his hand on my shoulder, and I felt the tension drain out of me. “It’s costing lives on both sides. Innocent lives. Myla’s right. There’s no excuse. But as long as the war goes on—”

      Nina drew me away, a few paces from the others. “Could I talk to you in private?”

      I winced. “I know. I’m botching this.”

      “No—well, maybe a little. But that’s not it.” She walked me behind her buggy, out of the dust storm. “You said you saw Ona. How did she seem?”

      “She’s fine,” I said. “I know I made it sound bad, but last I saw her, she—”

      “That’s not what I’m asking you.” Nina’s face fell. “What I’m asking is... Did you talk to her? Was she—have I lost her?”

      “Oh.” I felt the wind go out of my sails. I’d asked myself the same thing—asked myself, asked Ona, and I was still none the wiser. “I wish I knew. She didn’t want to hear my side.” I glanced at Nina’s sleeve, at her silver heart pin. Had Ona been wearing hers? I hadn’t noticed.

      “So you didn’t get a sense? Some idea, or...?”

      I stood considering my answer, how to be truthful without breaking Nina’s heart. “She’s different,” I said. “Harder. Determined. But when the chips were down, she couldn’t hurt me. She was scared, I think. Lonely.”

      “Did she say that?”

      “No.” I bit my lip. “But she’s in over her head. I think she’s scared if she thinks too hard—if she lets herself face the truth—what’s left for her then?”

      “I’m left. Me.” Nina slapped the buggy, bang on the hood. “I keep trying to get to her, but she’s A-team. I’m E. We haven’t talked in weeks, and I know this isn’t your problem, but—”

      “I want her back too.”  I glanced back at Lock. He had the Skyseekers laughing, crowding around him to inspect something in his hand. I hoped it wasn’t a rat. “My gut says she would come back, if she thought we could win. If she thought she could join us without our parents paying the price.”

      “I could’ve snuck them out, maybe, before your side went and bombed us.” She hissed in frustration. “It’s bad in the Dirt. That rumor Nadine heard, it’s not the only one. No one trusts either side, not yours, not ours. They’re saying all kinds of things, how the Outsiders are all cannibals. How Lazrad experiments on people. She’s got these new nanobots that shock you if you’re slacking. A lot of it’s silly, but—”

      “Silly’s one word for it.” I rubbed under my goggles, feeling tired. “Still, they’re angry. That’s good, right? We can channel that anger. Turn it to our cause.”

      “It’s not as simple as that.” Nina’s expression soured. “Lazrad’s beefed up security, doubled the watch. Everyone’s angry, but a lot of them blame us. Like, if we’d just keep our heads down, if we’d keep our mouths shut, the watch would back off and we’d get back to our lives. They’re scared of Lazrad, but fighting back feels... Well, you’re from the Dirt. You know how it is.”

      “All too well.”

      Nina sighed, a weary sound. “That bomb didn’t help anything. Before, you were underdogs, and that got you some sympathy. But now you’re just terrorists, and no one wants that. As for Lazrad, she’s awful, but she keeps the Dome up. Maybe that’s worth the sacrifice.”

      “Sacrificing their kids?”

      Nina shrugged. “Think about it too long, you’ll want to slit your own throat.”

      I looked her over, appraising. “You’re not like that, though. You’re up for a fight.”

      “I got my eyes opened early.” She turned her back on me, gazing back toward Echelon. “E-team was me and Ona, Ned and Andrew and Cass. But before Ona, there was Gavin. And Gavin was—” She dashed her hand over her eyes. “He grew up down the street from me, him and Gordon. His twin.”

      “He died?”

      “They both did.” Nina swallowed. “Gavin got caught in a flare, our third mission out. Gordon, well, they found him in the reservoir. An accident, they told us, but he swam like a fish.”

      I stood sick and dry-mouthed, at a loss for words. Nina picked at her sleeve, at Ona’s heart pin.

      “They were fifteen,” she said. She glanced at Nadine and sniffed. “Ever see an Outsider that young? I mean, in their villages, obviously—but out on the front lines? Fighting? Stealing gretha?”

      I shook my head. “They’re still in school.”

      “Right? They protect their kids. They love them. They care for them. They don’t use them for cheap labor, much less cannon fodder. I saw that and asked myself, how bad can they be? They’re monsters, they’re killers, but they shield their kids from us?”

      “We’re the monsters,” I said. I wiped my hands on my pants—just sweat. Not blood. “I don’t want to be like this. I—”

      “What was that?” Nina pushed me back and drew her blaster. I spun around, squinting into the dust.

      “I don’t see—”

      “Shh.” Nina moved behind me, her back to mine. Lock grabbed the kids and ran, Carina in hot pursuit. The dust cleared and a figure emerged, and I sagged with relief.

      “You’re that Skyseeker from before. The one who saved Reyland.” I cocked my head. “Jim, right?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have no choice.” He drew his blaster and raised it, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

      “Jim?”

      He curled his finger around the trigger. “No choice.”
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      “Wait!” Nina had her own blaster up, trained between Jim’s eyes. “One thing you learn out here is that you always have a choice. Talk to me. Tell me why—”

      “No.” Jim tossed his head side to side. His blaster jerked with it, from Nina to me. His Adam’s apple jumped and bobbled. “You’re a traitor,” he said. “Traitors. Two traitors.”

      “But you don’t want to shoot us.” I eased forward, hands up. “We don’t want to hurt you either. Why don’t we lower our guns, and we’ll all just—”

      “I can’t.” Jim’s eyes darted to me. “My captain found out—that night I spent at your base. He found out I was gone. I said I got lost, but he wouldn’t listen. He said—”

      “Listen to what I’m saying.” Nina lowered her blaster just a hair. “Come with me. I’ll protect you. I’ll say I sent you out. I’m a captain too, remember?”

      “They know there’s a rat.” Jim blinked twice, rapidly. “They don’t know it’s you yet, but when they find out—they saw us talking! They saw us, and you’re the rat, and they’re gonna—”

      “Come with me.” I held out my hand. “Come back to our village. They won’t find you. Promise.”

      Jim chewed his lip. Shifted from foot to foot. His eyes were unfocused, fixed somewhere between me and Nina.

      “Come on. Drop your blaster.”

      Jim gulped and sniffled. “I can’t leave my family. They’ll kill them. I...” He closed his eyes, licked his lips. “I never had a choice.”

      He fired without warning.

      Nina dropped without a sound.

      I touched my cheek and felt the hot slick of blood.

      “Nina!”

      My blaster jumped in my hand. Jim’s weapon hit the dirt. He looked down at himself in a sort of dazed astonishment. He had a hole in him where his heart should have been.

      “No, wait. I didn’t mean—” I stared at him, disbelieving. I’d just meant to drop him, knock him off his feet. “Your vest. Where’s your vest?” I lurched forward, caught him, and lowered him to the ground. He was fading already, boneless in my arms. “Why? Why wouldn’t you—”

      Jim made a terrible sound, half-cough, half-rattle. His lips moved, forming words, but all that came was blood.

      “You’re okay,” I said. I pushed back his hair, wiped the blood off his face. His eyes had gone dull. He was cold to the touch. All his warmth was on me, soaking into my pants. Staining me bright red—

      “You have to go.” Nina was on her feet. She was red too, I saw, all down her front. He’d blown her ear off, but it was already growing back, a red curl of cartilage glinting in the sun. “Myla. You need to—”

      “He’s dead.” I stroked Jim’s smooth cheek and knew it was true. I was holding the shell of him. His life was dribbling down my thighs. “I did this. I did this.”

      “Snap out of it.” Nina grabbed my arm, but I threw her off. I clung to Jim like a doll, clutching him to my chest.

      “I did this.”

      “Don’t you hear that? He must have called for backup before he came for us. We’ve got less than a minute, then—”

      I buried my face in his shoulder. “I did this.” I could hear the purr of engines coming over the ridge. Maybe Ona would be with them. She’d see what I’d done.

      “Please, please—” Nina was tugging at me, tearing my jacket. “I need to go. I can’t—”

      “I’ve got her.” Lock took hold of Jim and pried him from my arms. I screamed and groped after him, but Lock caught me by the wrists. He got his other arm around me and hoisted me bodily over his shoulder.

      “No, no! I did this! I—”

      “’S okay.” Lock was running, then he wasn’t, and he tossed me in the truck. He buckled my seat belt and slammed the door behind me.

      “I did this.”

      “I know.” He hopped in the driver’s seat, and maybe I spaced out. I went somewhere blank and time skipped forward. The next thing I knew, we were roaring through the desert with Echelon at our backs. Lock was shaking my leg, jogging it to and fro. I pushed him away.

      “You gotta stop saying that.” He set his hand on the wheel. “I got the message, I swear. You don’t need to drum it in.”

      I coughed. My throat hurt, like I’d been talking for hours. I swallowed dryly and Lock passed me his canteen.

      “That’s better,” he said. “Go on. Drink deep.”

      I took a long gulp, then another. “What was I saying?” I had an awful suspicion I knew.

      “Just that you did it. But I know. I saw.”

      A sudden shock tore through me, lightning to my heart. “The kids. Matt and... that other one. Nadine.”

      “Carina took them. They’re safe.”

      “His name was Jim. The one I shot.” I wiggled my toes, found my socks damp with blood. “The one I killed.”

      “Hey. Don’t go back there.” Lock found my hand and held it. “We’ll head up the mountain before we go home. I found a spring up there. You can wash. I got some pants you can borrow, and you can wear my coat over top. No one has to see—”

      “They should see.” Tears streamed down my cheeks, the huge, fat, salty kind. My whole head was pounding. “They should know what I did.”

      “Punishing yourself won’t bring him back.”

      “I’d still deserve it.” I closed my eyes. The tears squeezed out anyway, an endless flood. “He had a family. That’s why he came for us, so he wouldn’t be branded a traitor. So they wouldn’t pay. For that, he should die?”

      “Of course not.” Lock’s thumb was moving, tracing circles on my palm. “But he had a choice, and he made it. So did you.”

      I groaned in agony. My chest hurt—my whole chest, my ribs, my heart, my lungs. My stomach was strangling itself, all tied up in knots. My eyes hurt from crying. My throat felt scraped raw. “How are these our choices? Life or death, that’s not... Nina said it. We’re kids. How are we doing this? How are we supposed to—”

      “Don’t...” Lock made a hoarse sound. “Don’t try to wrap your head around it. War’s senseless. That’s all. There’s no why, so don’t look for one. It’ll just drive you crazy.”

      “I guess you’d know.”

      Lock winced, and my stomach lurched.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “You did, and it’s okay. If you need to lash out, beat me up. I can take it.”

      I started to protest—look where lashing out had gotten me—but I hadn’t shot Jim in anger. I hadn’t shot him in anything. He’d fired. I’d fired back, more out of reflex than anything. His shot hadn’t been fatal. Mine had been.

      We did this. We did it, both together. But it’s just me left.

      We drove in silence after that. I slept on and off, a gray twilight sleep. We passed the Spire and swung south up into the foothills. Lock kept driving past Clearwater, up the mountain till the road ran out. We walked after that, Lock leading the way. He brought me to a shallow pool sheltered by a cave.

      “I’ll stand guard,” he said. “But you don’t have to worry. No one comes up here.”

      Heavy with inertia, I stood and stared at the water. Lock slipped my coat off me and undid my belt.

      “You got this from here, right?” He lifted my hands to my buttons and I got to work. I shed my top, then my boots, then my pants and underwear. I peeled my socks off last and tossed them aside. Lock stood with his back to me as I got in the water. It was cold, but I liked it that way, liked the knives under my skin. I sank in and Jim sloughed off, a red ghost, then nothing. The black water swallowed him, and it swallowed me too, to my breasts, then my chin, then over my head. I blew bubbles out my nose and watched them break for the surface.

      It was quiet in the water, cold and dark and still. I stayed as long as I could, till my breath ran out. Then I floated to the surface, and my hair spread out around me. It was clean, I saw. Clean already.

      “You okay back there?” Lock shifted where he stood. “There’s grass if you want it. Like, to scrub yourself off.”

      “I’m good.” I scrubbed with my hands, wrung out my hair. “Jetha’ll be happy,” I said. “She wanted—she said—but I never got that shampoo.” A sob caught in my throat. “I’m sorry. I—”

      “Focus on the cold,” said Lock. “Just that. Nothing else.”

      I did, and it calmed me, that mountain-spring bite. I sat in it till my teeth chattered, then I stuck out my hand. “Got those pants?”

      Lock passed them back to me. I pulled them on without drying myself and went for my shirt. It was stiff with dried blood, and I jerked back with a cry.

      “Just take my coat. You can button it to the collar.”

      I took Lock’s coat and shrugged into it. It felt soft, not scratchy, its lining worn smooth. “Where’d you get this?”

      “I don’t know. Jasper had it, but no way it fit him.” He took my hand and squeezed it. “Ready to go?”

      I stepped into my boots. “Yeah. But, uh—could I sleep with you tonight?”

      “What?” Lock’s brows went up. “I just have the one bed. I don’t know if that’s—”

      “You said you dreamed of yours. Of the Outsider you killed.” I looked away, ashamed. “If I dream tonight, I don’t want—I share with Katja, okay? I don’t want her to see—”

      “I get it. It’s fine.” His cheeks had gone pink, with cold or embarrassment, I couldn’t tell. “Come on. Let’s get down there. It’ll be getting dark.”

      We made our way down the mountain, back to our truck and back to Clearwater. Sergey was on guard duty, and he waved us through. The village was as we’d left it, as if nothing had changed. Cookfires blazed and lanterns swung. A stray dog ran by barking. Ben came to meet us, and I shrank back in my seat.

      “It’s okay,” said Lock. “You don’t have to tell him.” He reached down and gripped my knee. “Maybe you should, though. He’d understand.”

      Ben smiled, warm and welcoming, and I felt my heart turn cold.
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      “You made it. I was worried.” Ben hugged me, then Lock. He looked tired, and his shirt was stained. I eyed him, frowning.

      “Is something going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You don’t look like you’ve slept. And it’s quiet. Where’s—” I stood back, suddenly nervous. It was quiet, too quiet, the square void of traffic. The dining tent stood half-empty, no lines for food. “Where are all the kids? I don’t see—where is everyone?”

      “We sent the kids over the mountain,” said Ben. “To Blackwell. They’ll be safe there.”

      “Safe from what?” Lock had gone tense, hands curled into fists.

      “We’re moving on Echelon.” Ben drew himself up. “Word came back you’d got ambushed. That the Decemites got your gretha.”

      “We got it back.” I felt faint, lightheaded. “Irina took it. Didn’t you hear?”

      “We heard. But by then, we’d decided. Our plans are in place, and we’re moving ahead.” Ben’s fingers grazed his blaster. “Lazrad’s drafting more Skyseekers. If we don’t stop her now—”

      “Stop her how?”

      “We’re going in via the Dirt and up through Sky Station. I know the way now. I’ll lead the first wave, up the tracks straight to Lazrad.”

      “You’ll die. All of you. They’ll—” I brushed past him, head spinning. “Where’s your aunt? Where’s Marius?”

      “By the big house. But—”

      I pressed on, clumsy. My head felt too full, stuffed with cotton. My eyes watered and stung. The whole world felt muted, like a village in a dream.

      “Myla?” Lock trotted after me, boots crunching in the snow.

      “Jetha!” My own voice seemed distant, a shout from afar. Jetha turned in slow motion, her hood sliding off. Marius was with her, and Starkey, and Katja. Marius bared his teeth at me, an awful black snarl.

      “You want to march on Lazrad Corp? Straight up the tracks?” My voice broke, and I coughed. “They have tanks. They have drones. They have an army you can’t imagine, not just the Decemites, but the Sky guard, the—”

      “We know what they’ve got.” Marius waved me off. “Go on. Run along. If we need your help, we’ll ask for it.”

      “My help.” I was floating, weightless, somewhere outside my body. A sharp hum filled my ears—not the dull murmur of the nanobots, but a high, toneless whine. “You’ll take my help just fine when you need a fresh gretha harvest. When you need a mine flattened, or some Skyseeker blown to bits.”

      “What?” Jetha’s eyes widened.

      “I’m not just some cannon you roll out when it suits you.” I swayed, feeling drunk, and steadied myself on Lock’s arm. “What if they come for you down in the Dirt? If the watch sees you coming, and they open fire in the streets?”

      “Then we’ll cut them down,” said Marius. “And we’ll rally the Dirtbags, and they’ll clear us a path.”

      “Just like that.” I fought sudden laughter, a surge of hysteria. I wouldn’t stop if I started. I’d shiver apart. “Maybe they’ll cut you down. Maybe they’ll take one look at you, then the watch with their riot shields, and they’ll pick the safe bet.”

      “We’re doing this for them,” said Ben. “Setting them free.”

      “Storming their city. Getting them shot.” I dug my nails into Lock’s arm. “You think they’ll see rescuers when we’re getting them killed? Not to mention their families, their—Lazrad treats them as expendable, but that’s your plan too. You think they won’t see that? You think they’ll just take it?”

      “They’ll take what we tell them to take.” Marius sneered at me. “They’re sheep. We’re shepherds. We’ll—”

      “That’s enough.” Starkey cuffed Marius roughly, on the back of his head. “We’ll go up via the refinery, in the dead of night. The streets will be quiet. Civilian casualties should be minimal.”

      “That’s not much of a plan.” I clenched my jaw tight, trying to focus through my exhaustion. My thoughts were all scattered, drifting in the wind. “We need more time,” I said. “To get the Skyseekers behind us.”

      “And how did that go today?” Starkey’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “Did you win anyone to our side?”

      “There’s a girl, Nadine,” said Lock. “She’s young, but she’s determined. She’s going to help us recruit, and I think—”

      “So, no.” Starkey sighed, thin and tired. “Every day we hold back is a day Lazrad grows her army. Meanwhile, we’re dying. We’re suffocating in our villages, being murdered in our beds. This is painful for you, I know, but the longer we wait—”

      “What about Lazrad? If I could get her when she’s vulnerable—”

      “We don’t know when that’ll be.” Katja spoke up at last, peeling herself off the wall. “I tried to nail it down, but no one’s talking. Prium’s shut down, and my network’s running scared. If we hold off much longer, it’s going to be too late.”

      “Then this is it?” I tugged on Lock’s arm. “Tell them it won’t work. Tell them it’ll be a bloodbath, and it’ll all be for nothing.”

      “Myla’s right,” said Lock. “You think you understand, but you don’t. You see us and you see victims—sad, brainwashed drones. But we fight. It’s all we know. We fight to stay alive, one day after another. Storm in on the Dirt like that, they’ll see enemies and fight back. And even if they don’t, they won’t fight for you. Not unless they think you’re worth it. And what makes you worth it when all you do is get them killed? Blowing holes in their Dome, marching through their streets—”

      “We’ll try not to involve them any more than we have to.” Jetha folded her arms. “But Starkey’s right too. We’re out of time, out of choices. This is the plan, and we’re going with it.”

      I stood like a statue, no pleas left to make. My mind had gone still, a blank, frozen calm. “I’m going up the mountain,” I said. “I need to clear my head.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Ben, but I waved him back.

      “I need Lock to drive me.” I stalked off, hunch-shouldered, dragging Lock in my wake. Jetha called after me—be back before dawn—but I knew I’d need longer, at least a few hours.

      “You really want to go out?” Lock hurried after me as I headed for the truck. “The road’s icy up there. It’s not safe in the dark.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to make sure we were alone. “We’re not going up the mountain.”

      “Then where? After Lazrad?” Lock grabbed me and held me, forced me to look at him. “I won’t let you do that. Not now. It’s not—”

      “That’s not it either.” I shook him off and kept walking “But we have to do something. Jetha’s a good person—Starkey, too—but the Dirt’s not their home. We’ll always come second—our families, our friends. We can’t leave this up to them.”

      “So, where are we going?” Lock helped me into the truck, then got in himself.

      “I need to see Prium,” I said. “Marius still has him, but he’ll have moved his camp by now. We’ll park in the foothills and follow him when he leaves.”

      Lock gave a low whistle. “Prium, huh?” He threw the truck into gear and steered us out of Clearwater. “You know, I agree with you. The Dirt deserves better. I’ll drive you wherever you want—but on one condition.”

      “What condition?”

      “You’ll sleep while we wait. That’s not up for debate.”

      I leaned back in my seat, weak with relief. “I won’t fight you on that. Not sure I could, even if I wanted to.” That floating feeling was back, and I knew it for what it was—bone-deep exhaustion come to carry me away. I closed my eyes and gave in to it, and the world blinked out.
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      I slept without dreams—the deepest, blackest sleep. When I woke, we were moving, following the distant spark of taillights. I sat up with a start.

      “Is that Marius? Are we going? How long was I out?”

      “Yes, yes, and most of the night.” Lock chuckled. “I tried to wake you when we left, but you told me to take this entire truck and cram it up my—”

      “I did not!”

      “You did.”

      “I don’t remember that at all.” I rubbed sleep from my eyes. “Is he slowing down?”

      “Seems to be.” Lock slowed as well, as the taillights dipped from view. “There must be a gorge up ahead. Smart, to hide their dome.”

      “We should leave our truck up here. They’d hear us drive down.”

      “Way ahead of you.” Lock swung behind a stand of trees and killed the engine. “Got your goggles? It’s dusty.”

      I patted my pockets and grunted. “This is your coat. You’re wearing yours.”

      “Check in the glove box. There’s always spare pairs.”

      I found a pair and snapped them on. They smelled new, and my nose twitched. Lock got out of the truck and peered over the precipice.

      “Whew. That’s a hike. I can see why they picked this place.”

      I jogged up beside him and saw what he meant. A long, winding road wandered down a steep slope. The camp stood at the bottom, in a crescent of bare-limbed trees.

      “Guess we’d better get moving.” I started down the gorge, hopping over the guardrail to clamber down the cliffs. It was quicker than walking, but rough going all the same. Thorn bushes grew down the rock face, bursting from every crack. They snatched at our pant legs and left scratches down our arms. The rock was loose and crumbly, footholds cracking under our weight. We slid down the last stretch in a gray cloud of dirt.

      Lock straightened up first and ducked behind a bent tree. “That’s Prium’s trailer. The one with the bell.”

      “The bell. I forgot the bell.” I scratched under my goggles. “Do you still have that duct tape?”

      “Back in the truck.” Lock frowned. “I’ll just have to let you out. You can signal when you’re done.”

      “And risk someone seeing?” I pointed at his feet. “Give me one of your socks.”

      “What?”

      “Your sock. To wrap the clapper.”

      Lock grabbed his sleeve instead, and tore it off at the shoulder. “I like my socks. Use this.”

      I took his sleeve and stuffed it in my pocket. “Okay. Wait here for me. If you see anyone coming, whistle as loud as you can.”

      “Whistle. Right.” Lock chuckled. “Or maybe use my radio?” He gripped my arm, hard and sudden. “Be safe. And be quick. It’s almost dawn.”

      I nodded and set off, scurrying through the dark. I crouched low, circled the camp, and cut through the trees to approach Prium’s trailer from behind. It was guarded, I saw, but the guard was dozing. I stepped out of my boots and slipped past him barefoot, noiseless in the sand. He stirred once, briefly, as I bound up the clapper—muttered and snorted and let out a sigh—then he was still again, and I slipped inside.

      Prium was up this time, reading a book. He set it down at the sight of me, and his expression turned spiteful.

      “What is it this time? Back for my shirt?”

      “You think this is funny?” I crowded in on him, and I smelled him, all sickness and sweat. “You don’t look so good,” I said. “All gray and craggy, and what’s with that rash?”

      He scratched at his hand, where the skin was red and scaly. “You look quite pale yourself. And those big, hollow eyes—have you not been sleeping?” His gaze was hard, searching. “You look like her, you know.”

      “Like who?”

      “Your mother.” His predator’s grin was back, ghastly in the gloom. “You have that same cornsilk hair. That same creamy skin.” He eyed me appraisingly. “She was rounder than you are, but she’d just given birth.”

      “That’s right. You killed her too.” I smiled, bright with madness, and reached for my blaster. “That’s what you do. Kill and kill, and kill some more.”

      “So, what, you’re going to shoot me?” Prium laughed. “Katja wouldn’t allow it. I’m too valuable by far.”

      “I don’t answer to Katja.” I pressed my blaster to his temple. “You must’ve heard of the bombing. The blast at the refinery.”

      Prium made a guttural sound. “They planned it right here.”

      “Lock walked the bomb in.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Don’t you?” I looked him dead in the eye and thought of Lock on his back, chin streaked with gore as he gasped for breath. I felt cold and smelled sulfur, and Lock turned to Derrick, then Samson, then Jim. My finger twitched on the trigger, and Prium’s eyes went wide. “He’s dead,” I said. “I loved him, and he’s dead. Now I’m going to kill you.”

      “Wait.” Prium’s hands flew up, and he clawed at my blaster. “Wait—wait. I’ll tell you—”

      “Too late.” My eyes swam with tears—my lie felt too real, like a truth that might have been. Lock had nearly died, not planting a bomb but fighting organ failure, and if he had—if he had—

      “Don’t do this. I can help you. You want revenge, right?”

      “Revenge.” I dragged my blaster down his cheek, forced the muzzle between his lips. It clacked on his teeth and he squeaked.

      “Your parents, their deaths. My lady gave the order. It’s her you want. I’ll give her to you.”

      I flashed him my best deranged smile, teeth from ear to ear. “Prove it.”

      “It’s two days from now. The big update.” He cowered away, gibbering, and I caught a faint waft of urine. “We do it at Lazrad Corp. In her lab.”

      “Do you, now?” I felt dizzy, near fainting, sick to my marrow. I’d killed once, for nothing. I could do it again. Spray his brains on the back wall, and who would care? “I did this,” I said.

      Prium stiffened. “What?”

      I snapped back to myself, the trailer swimming into focus. “I said ‘thanks.’” I holstered my blaster. “And Lock’s fine, by the way. Waiting outside.”

      “Wh—wh—” Prium looked like he might puke, but I couldn’t taste my victory. His fear made me sick. I made myself sick, how I’d scared him so easy. He’d been certain I’d murder him, and no wonder. I nearly had.

      “I’m not like you,” I said.

      Prium crossed his legs. “Aren’t you?”

      “I won’t be.” I turned and left him there, in his pissed pants. The guard stirred as I passed him, but didn’t wake up. My blaster hung heavy at my hip, a weight I wished I could shed. A hum in the back of my mind that I never wanted to hear again. I didn’t want it near me, didn’t want its cold heft. I thought of tearing my belt off and flinging it into the woods, but Lock was waving me over, the dawn bright in his eyes.

      “You get what you needed?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I did.”
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      “You think they know what we did?” Lock shifted gears climbing into the foothills. It was coming on noon, a clear, sunny day.

      “I doubt Prium would tell.” I made a sour face. “But I left your sleeve on the clapper. They’ll know someone snuck in.”

      “They can’t prove it was us.” He pushed his goggles off his face. “We should try and keep it quiet. If Jetha finds out what we’re doing, she might mess with our plans.”

      “Who do we want with us?” I counted off on my fingers. “I thought we’d ask Reyland. Not to come on the mission, but to help strategize. And Jasper, of course.”

      “Sergey, I think.” Lock rubbed his chin. “He’s got that thing about heights, but he’s been to the Dirt. He saw how we live down there. How we’re people like anyone else.”

      “Sergey, then. And Ben?”

      “You think he’ll come?” Lock cocked his head, doubtful. “He seemed pretty set back there, on that frontal assault.”

      “Because he thought he had no choice. But we have the date now. We know when to find Lazrad, and where.”

      “We can ask him,” said Lock. “But if he’s not with us, what’s to stop him blowing our cover?”

      “I don’t think he’d do that.” I frowned. “It’s not like what we’re doing cancels out Jetha’s plan. She can still go in later, if it comes to that.”

      “Then ask him if you want.” Lock nosed into Clearwater. The snow had melted in the sun, leaving the ground slick and icy. “Doesn’t look like they’re onto us.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Nobody waiting to rip us a new one.” He spotted Jetha and waved. She waved back. “I’ll get Sergey. You get Ben. We’ll meet in the infirmary. It’ll look like a visit.”

      “You’re sneakier than you look.” I hopped out of the truck and went looking for Ben. He wasn’t in the barn, or off chopping wood. He wasn’t home either, or warming himself at the cookfires. I found him by the big house, drawing water from the pump.

      “Hey, Myla. Feeling better?”

      “Good as it gets.” I flashed him a crooked grin. “So... I might’ve talked to Prium.”

      Ben’s brows shot up. “You what?”

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t hurt him. But I got the scoop on Lazrad’s update.”

      “Myla—”

      “Please. Hear me out.” I glanced over my shoulder. We were alone, no one listening. “If we could go in, just a small group, we could slip under the radar. Pull off a bloodless coup.”

      Ben set down his bucket and folded his arms across his chest. “And we, who’s that?”

      “Me and Lock. Jasper. Sergey, if he’s in. We’re meeting in the infirmary, so Reyland can help plan.” I tried a hopeful smile. “What do you say? Come along?”

      Ben heaved a deep sigh. “It’s thanks to you I’m alive. Thanks to you we all are.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Gimme a minute to fill the hot water tank, and I’ll meet you there.”

      I hugged him, weak with gratitude. “Thanks. I owe you one.”

      “No. I owed you one. This is me making us even.” Ben mussed up my hair. “Go on. Scoot. I’ll be right behind you."

      I scooted, feeling lighter, and when I got to the infirmary, Lock and Sergey were waiting. Jasper was in too, changing Reyland’s IV. He spotted me and tutted, then wagged a disapproving finger.

      “Reyland needs his rest,” he said. “Not some bedside war council.”

      “It’s fine,” said Reyland. He pushed himself up a bit and straightened his blanket over his lap. He looked better, I thought, less pale, less hollow.

      “Is Ben not coming?” Lock shot me a strained look. “If not, we should—”

      “No, he is. He’ll just be a minute.”

      Sergey made a face. “I hate these awkward silences, where we’re all just waiting.” Him saying that made it awkward, and I turned away, self-conscious. Jasper laughed, but no one else did. Someone’s boot scuffed the floor. A clock on the wall ticked off the seconds, and I counted in my head. Ben came in at two sixty and did a double-take.

      “What’s the matter? Someone die?”

      “Just waiting for you.” Reyland chuckled. “Not to worry, though. You’ve given me time to think.”

      “And?” Lock leaned forward.

      “Getting in won’t be hard.” Reyland’s eyes went hazy, like he was surveying some distant battleground. “Lazrad’s digging a new mine. There’s equipment coming in and out all day—heavy stuff, moles and backhoes. Steal yourself one of those, and you could drive right in.”

      Lock frowned. “Wouldn’t they recognize us?”

      “Not if you ride in the back.” Reyland turned animated, wincing as he sat straighter. “Sergey can drive you in. There’s no cameras till the tunnel—and the tunnel’s inside the Dome, so he can take off his mask.”

      Sergey looked doubtful. “What about security? Won’t they check IDs?”

      “They do run a palm scan, but we have a trick for that.” He stroked his own palm. “Find yourself a willing Skyseeker and get an impression of their print. Hold that over the reader and it’ll let you right in.”

      “I can get that,” said Lock. “Or I think I can. Carina wanted more antibiotics for her neighborhood. If I could get those, I’m sure she’d give me her handprint.”

      I drifted as the plan took shape. I nodded along, and I grunted here and there, but it was like I’d come unmoored in time. I was holding Reyland’s hand, and it felt warm and papery. I was holding my blaster, cold metal to my palm. I was warm all over and shivering with cold. I smelled bleach and the desert, and Prium’s musty stink. Jim’s lips had kept moving right till the end—curses? A plea? A message, maybe, for someone left behind?

      “—in the front door, but Lazrad Corp’s another matter. Getting back in there—”

      Today was so bright. So bright and so sunny. The whole cottage was warm, though the fire was burning low. I stared at the white sheets and saw Lock at the Nest, strapped to the bed and seizing in agony. Then I saw Lazrad there, vulnerable at last in the throes of her update. Was I really going to shoot her? Snuff out her life while she lay helpless, restrained?

      Reyland smiled his new shark’s smile, all crags and snaggles. She’d done that, Lazrad had, made a ruin of his mouth. I could serve her the same. Leave her ugly.

      “—to the lab. Myla?”

      “Huh?”

      Lock was eyeing me sideways, head cocked like a parrot’s. “Where were you just then?”

      I cleared my throat. “Lazrad’s lab.” I closed my eyes and I saw it, white walls and gleaming fixtures, grim rows of mutants drowning in their tanks. “Lazrad Corp has its own train station. We can get in through the tunnel.”

      “I just said that.” Lock glanced at Reyland. “So, up through maintenance and into the tunnels?”

      “I don’t see why not.” He leaned back with a sigh, nearly vanishing into the pillows. “We’d have to work out the details—getting hold of that handprint, breaking into the lab—but you’ve done it before. If anyone has a chance, it’s you.”

      “Jasper?”

      Jasper picked at a hangnail. “I still have nightmares from last time, but that lab was spectacular. I wouldn’t mind a second look.” He drew a deep breath to gather himself and got to his feet. “And you? Sergey? Ben?”

      “I’ll come,” said Sergey. “My granddad was an exile.”

      “And Ben?” I turned to him, hopeful, but he made no response. He’d gone to the window and stood stiff-backed, surveying the square.

      “Something’s happening,” he said. “I need to go check it out.”

      My pulse picked up. “What is it?”

      Ben didn’t answer. He was already moving, bounding across the room. I hurried to catch up, clumsy with anxiety. Outside, a huddle had formed, Jetha and Starkey by the trucks, Katja keeping watch. A knot of onlookers stood gawking, and Ben shouldered through them.

      “Aunt Jetha? What’s happening?”

      “Prium Lazrad,” said Katja. “He’s flown the coop.”

      I did a sick, drunken stumble, nearly tripping over my feet. “He got out? How?”

      “Broke his breakfast plate,” said Katja. “The kid looking after him bent to pick up the pieces, and—” She drew her finger across her throat. “By the time the others found the body, Prium was long gone.”

      I stood slack-jawed. “He killed someone?”

      “Two people,” said Starkey. “He got Marius as well. Stopped by his trailer and stabbed him in his sleep.”

      “He walked out dressed as him, in his hood and mask. Took a truck and just booked it, and no one noticed a thing.” Katja made a snorting sound. “We’ll get him back, though. Or the desert’ll get him. It’s a long drive back to Echelon, and he doesn’t know the way.”

      I stood frozen, palms sweating. Marius too, now. Had I—

      “I need to talk to you.” Ben took my arm, none too gently. He marched me back to my cottage and hustled me inside. “Was this you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” I swallowed hard. I had left the bell tied up, but Jetha hadn’t mentioned that, and neither had Katja. Whoever brought Prium’s breakfast had probably untied it—cleaned up my mess, only for Prium to clean his clock. “I might’ve scared him,” I said. “Maybe I did set him off, but I didn’t help him—”

      “I can’t come with you,” said Ben. He couldn’t seem to look at me. His gaze skittered past me, over my shoulder and down to my feet. “I won’t rat you out for what you did to Prium, but this plan of yours, this mission—I can’t be part of that.”

      My heart sank. “Why not?” I reached for his hands, but he jammed them in his pockets. He turned his back on me, and a lump rose in my throat. “Ben?”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      “But why?” I bent to catch his eye. “We’d be in and out in hours, and the war would be over.”

      “Would it, though?” Ben sighed, low and heavy. “I’m with my aunt. Just taking out Lazrad won’t be enough. She’s got Prium on her side, her whole council, all of Sky. We need the Dirt with us. If we can’t turn them our way—”

      “You can’t, without Lazrad gone.”

      “So you say.” Ben’s shoulders sagged. “Look, we can debate hypotheticals all day, but my cousins are marching on the Dirt. My aunt’s going, my friends—everyone I grew up with. I need to be with them.”

      I leaned in the doorframe, the cold wind at my back. “Even if that means dying with them?”

      “You’d rather I live without them?”

      “I’d rather you spare them. Spare the Dirt.” I started toward him, but Ben backed away. I clasped my hands, pleading. “Come with us. Please. If it goes like I hope it will, your cousins can stay home. No one has to die. No one but Lazrad.”

      “I can’t.” Ben took my hands in his and held them to his chest. “I won’t get in your way. But, Myla, you have your fight, and I have mine. I have to go, just like—would you back down if I asked you to? Would you come with us?”

      I stared at Ben’s hands, how they grasped mine so tight despite the gulf between us. He knew the truth, just as I did, but I found the words all the same. “Don’t get me wrong. There’s not much I wouldn’t do for you. But my family’s in the Dirt. Everyone I grew up with.”

      “And you’ll do what’s right for them, same as I’ll do for mine.”

      I pulled back, feeling hollow, let my hands drop to my sides. “Then I’ll wish you—”

      “So this is where you ran off to.” Jetha came up behind us, hands on her hips. “You’ll let all the heat out, loitering in the door.”

      “Sorry. Come in.” I motioned her inside, but Jetha didn’t move. Her face was all hard lines, purpose made flesh. She looked at Ben, then at me, her eyes cold and narrow.

      “You raced off so fast I couldn’t tell you, we take the Dirt in two days.” Her mouth drew down at the corners. “Myla, I don’t need your answer today, but if you’re not coming, we’ll need to plan for that.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “Lock either. We won’t attack the Dirt.”

      Jetha’s lip twitched, a quick, angry tic. “Take the night. Think it over. I’ll get your final answer in the morning.” She strode off stiff-legged, and Ben came up behind me.

      “That’s the same day you’re going. Two days from now.”

      “Take your radio. I’ll take mine.” I tried to bite back my anger, but it rose mean and petty, and I couldn’t hold back. “Call me when you’re cornered. I want to tell you ‘I told you so’ while you’re still alive to hear it.”

      Ben grunted laughter. “Really, with the sarcasm?”

      “It’s called worry. I’m scared for you.”

      “You’re scared? I’ve got an army. You’re going in with just—” He cut himself off with a hiss. “Never mind. We’ve picked our paths and we’re set on them. If this is goodbye, I want a hug, not a slap.”

      “I wasn’t going to slap you.” I pulled him close and held him, but the wind had drained him of warmth. His cold lips brushed my cheek, like a kiss from a ghost. It took all my strength not to shiver.
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      The mine lay quiet in the moonlight, the camp near-deserted, the guard post unmanned. A couple of Skyseekers sat guarding the equipment, their high chatter drifting up the path. Lock hunkered behind a rock, eyeing them with distaste.

      “This is bad,” he said.

      “I don’t know.” I scanned the miners’ camp, its shabby rows of huts. A single light burned over the garage, ruddy in the dark. “I only see two buggies. That means ten miners, tops. And they’re probably sleeping, besides the guards.”

      “But they’ll wake up eventually and spot a mole missing. Not to mention, we’ll have beat up their friends. They’ll radio home, and pthbbt. Game over.”

      “Huh. Good point.” I reached for my radio and hit TALK. “Jasper? Get down here.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Wait and see.” I tied up my hair and tucked it under my hood. “This should work, but if it doesn’t—”

      “I’ve got you covered.” Lock drew his blaster and aimed it down the gorge. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt them. I’ll go for their feet.”

      “Only if you have to.” I beckoned Jasper to join us as he slunk round the bend. He looked far too tidy, all combed and pressed. “Come here.”

      He picked his way over, and I grabbed a handful of dirt. Jasper squirmed and spluttered as I rubbed it into his shirt.

      “What—what are you—?”

      “You’re my prisoner, okay?” I mussed up his hair and snapped a strap off his mask. “Whatever I say, play along. And remember, I’m the enemy. Give me a struggle, kick and scratch.”

      Jasper slapped at me. “I don’t—”

      “Perfect.” I seized him by the collar and marched him down the road—straight down the middle, like I belonged. Jasper either played his part well or his fear was genuine. He beat at me, kicked at me, scratched my goggles off my face. I twisted his arm behind his back and hailed the guards.

      “Hey, Jen! That you?”

      “No. It’s Kyra and Cass.” One of the guards got to her feet, but she didn’t reach for her blaster. “Who’s that? Show your face.”

      “It’s May. You don’t know me. I’m a scout.”

      Kyra held up her hand, motioning me to stop. “What’s with the rebel? You can’t bring him here.”

      “I wouldn’t have, believe me, but he sort of forced my hand.” I gave Jasper a shove. He went down with a thud, sprawling in the sand.

      “Ouch! You can’t—”

      “Shut up.” I kicked him, a soft boot to the ribs. “I stopped to check out that rebel camp, the one with the sheep. The stone huts, y’know? Where we thought they had Prium?” I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, while I poked around, this guy scuttled my buggy. Took my engine to pieces. Poured tar in my tank.”

      Cass scuffed sand at Jasper. “And you let him live?”

      “I took him prisoner. But I need a ride home.” I nodded at the mole, still parked on its cart. “Thought if you had equipment in need of repairs, I could drive it in for you. One good turn for another.”

      Cass glanced at Kyra. “I guess you could take it in. It’s not like we’re using it.”

      “Shouldn’t we radio in? She could be, I don’t know...”

      “What, a rebel in disguise?” Cass snorted. “If she’s a rebel, where’s her mask?”

      “Radio if you want to. Tell ’em May’s here, and she’s reeled in a big one.” I hauled Jasper to his feet. “Mind if I load him up? I’m sick of his Outside stink.”

      “Go ahead.” Cass reached for his radio, then seemed to reconsider. He followed me instead, peering curiously at Jasper. “You, rebel. Open your mouth.”

      Jasper recoiled. “What?”

      Cass reached for his mask. “Let me see your teeth.”

      “My teeth?” Jasper bared them, snarling, but Cass looked disappointed.

      “Why aren’t they pointed?”

      “Pointed?” He snorted. “What am I, a vampire?”

      “That’s enough out of you.” Cass whacked at Jasper. “I heard they all filed their teeth. You know, to rip through flesh?”

      Jasper’s jaw dropped. “Through flesh? What flesh? You can’t mean—”

      “Don’t get him started.” I cuffed Jasper, not hard, just enough to shut him up. He blundered into the mole and slid to the ground. "Sorry. Just, you get this one going, good luck finding his off switch.” I gave the mole a good thump. “You got the keys to this thing? I wanna stash him in back.”

      “In the office. Kyra’s bringing them.” He edged up to Jasper and nudged him with his foot. “He looks kind of scrawny. You sure he’s one of them?”

      “Pull off his mask and find out.”

      Jasper squawked out loud. He scuttled away one-armed, clutching his mask.

      “He’s not like I pictured,” said Cass. “But you look familiar.” He eyed me up and down. “Did you go to Fifth District Elementary, by the scrapyard?”

      “I’m from the Cages, so no.” I resisted the impulse to turtle down into my collar. Kyra was taking her time with those keys, moseying across the clearing like we had all the time in the world. “You might know me from the refinery,” I said. “My sister works there. I sometimes meet her for lunch.”

      Cass frowned. “I’m a factory kid. But your face—”

      “She’s the vampire,” said Jasper. “Check out her teeth.”

      “You should get a muzzle on him.” Cass fingered his blaster. “I heard they’ve been spreading propaganda. Trying to turn us to their side. They’ll promise all sorts of things, but if you go with them—”

      “Here’s your keys.” Kyra tossed me the fob. “And I brought you some cuffs so he won’t make a mess.” She passed me those too, and I slapped them on Jasper.

      “All right. Get in there.” I popped the hatch and muscled Jasper inside. He flopped face-first on the driver’s seat, hands pinned behind his back.

      “Wait! My legs—I can’t—”

      “Sure you can.” I crammed his legs in behind him, nearly folding him in half. Jasper bellowed, indignant, and drove his boot into my gut. I slammed the door on his protests and hopped up on the cart. “Thanks, Kyra, Cass.” I nodded at each of them in turn. “And some advice from a scout: The rebels eat sheep, not people. But keep spreading that cannibal line, you’ll give them ideas.”

      Jasper’s boot thumped the metal, just behind my head.

      “I think you offended him.” Kyra winked. “Safe travels, yeah?”

      I sketched a salute and threw the cart into gear. The engine stalled, then caught, and I headed back up the road. Lock was waiting where I’d left him, and I slid over to let him drive.

      “Jasper’s gonna kill you.” He chuckled. “That was some shove you gave him. Right in the dirt.”

      I flushed, hot with guilt. “I had to make it look good.”

      “So you clapped him in irons.” Lock shook his head. “I tell you, you and Prium—”

      “Don’t say that.” My throat went tight. “I’d never hurt Jasper. I just... If they thought it was fake—”

      “Hey. I’m kidding.” Lock killed the engine and squinted into the darkness. “Damn it. Where’s Sergey? I left him right—”

      “Here.” Sergey popped up from nowhere, brushing sand off his knees. “I heard you coming and hid, in case you weren’t you.” His mouth turned down. “Where’s Jasper?”

      “In the mole. Just a second.” I let Jasper out and freed him from his cuffs. “You okay? Lock said—”

      “That boy thinks we’re cannibals.” Jasper tore off his coat and shook the dust from the hood. “Cannibals. As in, we eat each other. Why, I ought to go down there and—and—I don’t know.” Jasper made a face. “Where’s the truck? Gone already?”

      “Starkey left for the Nest.” Sergey’s face fell, the mirth fading from his eyes. “In case things don’t go well...”

      “He’ll be there for the kids.” Lock nodded grimly and jerked his thumb at the mole. “I’ll drive till we’re close. You and Jasper hop in back.”

      Jasper and Sergey climbed in, bickering over who got the seat with the leg room, and who got stuck with the pedals. I took my place next to Lock. He had a hole in his glove, I saw, where the stitches had torn. I found myself distressed by it, by the flash of exposed skin. One little hole the size of a thumbnail, but sand would get in there, and the sting of the wind.

      “Lock?”

      He glanced my way. “Yeah?”

      “Are we being stupid, thinking we’ll just drive in?”

      “No more than Jetha is, storming in through the Dirt.” Lock went over a bump and the mole creaked in its cradle. “Would I have liked some more time to unkink our plan? ‘Course I would. But this is our chance. We’re going with what we’ve got.”

      “You’ve got a hole in your glove.”

      “Then I’ll duct tape over it.” His expression turned sober. “Hey, Myla?”

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “I guess it’s too late to be asking, but, uh...” He tugged at his glove, shifting the hole out of sight. “We’re going to kill Lazrad, right? Like, if she can’t complete her update, that’s the end of the line.”

      “Yeah. What’s your point?”

      Lock’s jaw made a clicking sound. “I’m asking if you’re up for this, after Jim. After Prium.”

      I gazed out over the desert, miles of sand and gravel, and the scrawl of scrubby grass. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. The moon rode pale and yellow, high in the sky. My breath puffed out frosty, and the wind snatched it away. “What’s my choice? Let her live?”

      “Let me do it.” Lock cleared his throat. “I’ll let you off outside Echelon. You can go after Ben, make sure he stays safe while I do the deed.”

      My mouth went dry. “You’d do that. For me.”

      He cleared his throat. “For all of us.”

      “How?”

      “I—I’d...” He shot me a strange look, almost furtive. “I hadn’t thought of that. I guess I’d do nothing. Let her bots expire and nature take its course. Except, I’ve been through that, the sickness, the—” A shudder ran through him. “I’ll shoot her. Make it quick. She won’t see me coming. She won’t be scared or in pain.”

      “No.” My eyes stung, and I blinked. “We’ll do this together.”

      “Are you sure? You don’t have to. I get it, if you’re—”

      “This is our fight. Yours and mine.” I grabbed his gloved hand, slid my thumb over the hole. “It’s been you and me, right from the start. I ran after Ona and you scooped me up. Every fight since then, it’s been us, back to back. When the Decemites took the caves, you and me cleared them out. You held me together when Ona turned her back. I carried you up the mountain when Lazrad killed your bots. You’ve had my back all the way. I’ve had yours. You really think I’d leave you? Make you take that on yourself?”

      “Not for a minute.” Lock squeezed my hand. “But you know I had to offer.”

      “You did, didn’t you?” I managed a shaky chuckle. “You and me. Quick and painless.”

      “Then our road trip. The ocean.” Lock set his hand back on the wheel. “We’ll keep driving south till we find somewhere warm. Where we can strip to our skivvies and swim out past the breakers. Some tourist place, maybe, where they sell—I don’t know. Those drinks from old postcards, with the fancy fruit slices. We’ll drink those, eat pineapples, and bake ourselves brown.”

      “And throw these off the pier.” I gave my blaster a slap. “Lazrad’s my last shot. Once she’s gone, I’m done.”

      “We’ll forget her,” said Lock. “I’ll be a doctor. You’ll be—what do you want to be?”

      I cocked my head. “I don’t know. A shopkeeper, maybe, like that one from Delpha. Folks’ll come see me just to say hi. And I’ll give free samples to anyone with a Dirt brand.”

      “Then I’ll—” Lock broke off mid-sentence as we crested a rise. Smoke rose in the distance, a great rolling plume. Flames licked the walls of Echelon, spreading to the north.

      “A projector,” I breathed. “They’re taking out the Dome.”

      “They can’t. They wouldn’t.” Lock hit the gas and the cart picked up speed. I leaned forward in my seat, willing him onward. My vision went bright and the blood sang in my ears. This was our fight, not Ben’s, not Jetha’s. It was ours and we’d win it—while Echelon still stood. While we still had families to win it for.
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      “I’m nervous,” said Jasper. “Now we’re here—”

      “No time to be nervous.” I hopped up beside him, the smoke thick in my throat. “Now, look. The fire’s a good thing for us. With all this haze in the air, you could be anyone at all.”

      “But—”

      “Get your tank out of sight—no, here. Let me.” I extracted it from its harness and stuck it between his legs. “Now run your hose under your coat and take off your mask. You can gulp straight from the nozzle till we get inside.”

      Jasper pawed at his mouth. “I think—I think I might be sick.”

      “No time for that.” I patted his pocket. “Got your handprint?”

      He nodded. “Right here.”

      “Good.” I peered through the smoke, where the tunnel gaped black. A buggy trundled inside, brimming with Skyseekers. Lazrad had called her troops home—did that mean Ben was winning? Or—

      “We should hurry,” said Jasper. “Before I lose my nerve.”

      “You won’t.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Just think of last time. You were great, remember? You hauled out that gretha, sprained ankle and all.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” Jasper gulped from his hose and looked steadier. The color was back in his cheeks, his hands firm on the wheel. He blew out a long breath and let his shoulders go lax. “Okay. I got this. See you inside.”

      I jumped off the cart and climbed in the mole with Lock and Sergey. The space was tight for the three of us, and I wound up half in Lock’s lap. Sergey stretched over to slam the hatch shut.

      “Ugh! That’s my neck.” Lock made a gagging sound. “Seriously, your elbow—”

      “That’s not mine.”

      “Sorry.” I pulled my elbows in. “Just, he was squishing me, and—”

      “Everyone sit down.”

      Sergey squirmed off us, all stray limbs and awkwardness. I scrunched myself in, one leg flung over Lock’s. It was hot in the mole, and humid from our bodies. Pale emergency lights glowed along the dashboard, enough to pick out Lock’s face, Sergey’s hands, and the tops of my socks.

      “We’re moving,” said Lock, though I could feel it for myself, the sway of the cart, the rumble of its engine. “There’ll be a bump up ahead, sort of a jostle. That’ll mean we’re in the tunnel.”

      I closed my eyes and strained to hear, but my heartbeat was thundering in my ears. Lock was puffing like a rhino, short, forceful breaths. Sergey kept squirming, his palms squeaking on the seat.

      “Quit wriggling,” hissed Lock. “You’re stepping on my foot.”

      “Then why don’t you—”

      The mole lurched forward, nearly launching me into the dashboard. Lock caught and steadied me, one arm across my chest.

      “Okay. That’s the tunnel. Everyone sit tight.”

      I sat as still as I could, hardly daring to breathe. We ground to a stop, and I felt the cart shift as Jasper jumped down.

      “He’s doing the hand scan,” whispered Sergey. “If that print doesn’t work—”

      “Settle down.” Lock put his finger to his lips. I clenched my teeth and waited, counting backward from ten. Nine, eight—he’d be stretching the fake print over his hand. Fumbling it, most likely, dropping it, dusting it off. Five—he’d be up again, time for take two. Bumbling and sweating, palm to the glass. Three, two, one—

      “What’s he doing?” I flopped back in my seat. “Come on. Come on.”

      The cart dipped on the driver’s side. Lock exhaled sharply, like he’d been holding his breath. Jasper pulled forward, and I sighed with relief.

      “So we’re in. That just leaves—”

      Outside, someone shouted. Metal clanged just behind us, and we jerked to a stop. I grabbed Lock’s arm, panic rising in my throat.

      “What was that? What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know,” said Lock. “Could just be a checkpoint, some new protocol.” But he’d drawn his blaster and trained it on the hatch. “If it’s not—”

      Dazzling light flooded my vision, a sudden, fierce glare. I went for my own blaster, too late. A hissing jet of water caught me full in the face. I flew back, drowning, lungs full of ice water. My head struck the dashboard with a sharp crack. Lock was shouting, then choking, and then he was gone. Sergey opened fire, lighting the cabin bright pink. That was pretty, I thought—sunlight and firelight trapped in the spray, a million shining droplets raining down on my face. My vision swam and doubled, pink, then white, then black. Someone was dragging me, rough hands on my ankle, my shirt rucked up in back.

      “Got her. That all of them?”

      I crashed to the ground and snapped back to my senses. Air—I needed air. I was waterlogged, choking, spots in my eyes. I coughed, tasted chlorine, and heaved up a gout of water.

      “Cuff her. She’s dangerous.”

      “Where’s that other one? The driver?”

      I groped out, eyes stinging, and my hand closed on the firehose. A forest of legs closed in on me, black-clad and stiff.

      “Lock?” I forced my head up, but the light was too bright. It made me want to hide from it, or maybe throw up.

      “This one’s a rebel. No Dirt brand, see?”

      Sergey crashed down next to me, shouting in pain. He was already cuffed, though his right arm looked broken. Still, he was grinning through teeth red with blood.

      “Sergey? What—?”

      “’S okay.” He coughed, spat bright red. “Jasper, he—”

      “There were four. Where’s the driver?” A boot clomped down in front of me, right in my face. “You two get after him, and don’t come back without—”

      “On your feet.” Someone was manhandling me, rough hands at my wrists. I fought back on instinct, dazed and half-blind. My elbow hit something crunchy and I smelled fresh blood. I swung out again, but this time I hit concrete. The pain sent me reeling straight into the wall.

      “I told you, cuff her first.” Someone grabbed for my collar, nails to my throat.

      I thrashed and flailed, kicking out. “Lock. Lock! Where’s—”

      “Get away from her!”

      “Lock?” I made for the sound of his voice. Was that fear? Was he screaming? Lock didn’t scream, didn’t panic or—

      “Hit her.”

      I saw the flash of electricity—two prongs sparking blue, driving into my chest. I arched and seized, tasted copper. My feet drummed on the concrete and my vision went gray. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t fight. I felt myself being handcuffed, the bite of steel at my wrists. “They caught us,” I whispered, but no sound came out. “They... knew...”

      “Not so tough now, are you?” Rough hands took hold of me, lifting me like a kitten. Lights blazed overhead, and I couldn’t hold on. I drifted, barely conscious—on my side on a stretcher, on my back on the floor. I closed my eyes for a moment, and I was alone in the dark—alone, dazed, head full of bees.

      “Lock?”

      My own voice bounced back to me, an echo in a dream.
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        * * *

      

      “Lock!” I sat up so fast my head spun, squinting against the glare. Someone was there with me, a warm hand in my hair. I nuzzled into it, seeking comfort. “Lock? Is that you?”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Prium.” I jerked back, disgusted. “How long was I out?”

      He made a show of checking his watch, a fancy gold model inlaid with pearl. “No more than ten minutes. Really, you Decemites—shoot lightning straight through you, and you hardly miss a beat.”

      I tried to touch where the bolt had struck and found I was still cuffed. Prium had doubled my restraints, one set at my wrists, another at my ankles. Both were too tight, digging into my skin. I focused on that, on the constant sharp bite. “So you’ve got me. Now what?”

      “I hoped you’d ask.” Prium went to the far wall where a screen hung suspended. “I thought, seeing you’re stuck here, you might appreciate some entertainment.”

      I nearly choked. “Ona? What have you done to her?”

      “Done to her? Nothing.” Prium touched the screen and a menu popped up. “Your sister knows her place,” he said, and his smile turned nasty. “I reward dutiful servants. My punishments, I reserve for, well—” He tapped again, and the screen flashed pink. I saw blaster fire, an explosion, and the camera did a slow turn.

      “What—” I couldn’t breathe. The reservoir was burning, slicked with oil and set alight. High above, wreathed in smoke, dark figures jammed the catwalk. The inferno yawned below them. The watch crouched above, ranked behind their riot shields, firing down the steps. “Ben. Is that—”

      “Your friends.” Prium slipped his gloves on, smoothed them over his wrists. “I won’t let you die with them, but feel free to watch.” The screen flashed pink, then orange. A beam snapped off, burning, and splashed into the reservoir.

      “You—you’re—”

      “What, sick? A monster?” Prium smiled. He’d gotten his color back, combed his hair to a high shine. “And what brings you here? Afternoon tea?” He sauntered up and bent over me, so close I could smell him. “Go on. Take a good look. What do you see?”

      I closed my eyes. Prium laughed.

      “Look away. It doesn’t matter. Every mirror you pass, every window, every pool—I’ll be there in your reflection. Looking out through your eyes.” His breath kissed my cheek, stirring nausea. “You and me, we’re the same.”

      I tried to throw up on him, thought of all he’d done and really tried. It didn’t work, so I spat on him instead. He wiped his face and smiled.

      “You don’t want to see it, but you will. For now—” He gestured at the screen. “Happy viewing.”

      I looked up in spite of myself, straight into hell. I had to know, had to see. I searched for Ben, heartsick, but the smoke was black and oily, shot through with fire. I saw no one I recognized, just terror and panic, faceless shapes in the fog. I saw them colliding, battering into the railings. One of them went over, into the fire.

      “Oh.” Prium paused in the doorway. “You should know you’re too late. I began my lady’s procedure nearly three hours ago. One more hour, and she’s done.” He smirked. “You could try again in ten years, but that’s assuming I don’t kill you.”

      I swallowed. “You hoped I’d come, didn’t you? So you could rub my face in it.”

      “Hoped you’d come? I knew you’d come.” His gray eyes danced and sparkled. “After all, I would have.”

      I bellowed my outrage, but he was already out the door. I hobbled after him, clumsy in my chains. Up on the screen, the fire roared and crackled. The door slammed in my face. I bulled into it and slid down, half-sobbing.

      “Prium. Prium!” I banged on the door, but I got no response. I could feel him out there, drinking in my despair. Wallowing in it, like a pig in a puddle. I wanted to scream—to throw myself at the door till it broke or I did—but he’d revel in that. I closed my eyes instead, pressed my cheek to the metal. “Coward. Let me out.” I thumped again. “Prium. I know you’re out there.”

      Nobody answered. Behind me, the battle raged, bursts of red and pink from the screen flashing on the walls.

      “Prium. I’m begging you—”

      “He’s gone,” came a whisper. “You need to move back.”

      My eyes flew open. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s us. Jasper and Nina. Stand back, okay?”

      I shuffled back, dizzy. I felt like I’d been crying, sore eyes, sore head.

      “Where are you? Call out.” Jasper tapped at the door.

      “About six feet back.”

      “Okay. Cover your ears.”

      I hunched up my shoulders and scrunched down my neck. The keyhole flashed white-hot and coughed a gout of flame. There wasn’t much of a bang, just a thud as the lock dropped out. The door swung inward, still smoking, and I was free.
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      “Where’s Lock?” I stumbled forth, sick with shock. “They took him. I—”

      “We let him out first,” said Nina. She bent to unhook my shackles. “He and Sergey went ahead, down through the refinery.”

      “To the Dirt?” My head spun. “Ben—”

      “Nadine cleared the watch off. Dropped a beam on their heads. Your friends got away, but they’re trapped in the Dirt.”

      “So that’s—that’s—where are we?”

      “The rebels are in the sewers, headed for the power plant. Prium can’t blow them up with all that gretha over their heads. But he’ll gas them out if he has to, so we need to work fast.” Nina patted her radio. “I’ve got six Skyseekers on standby. We’ll give the watch something to shoot at while you run up top."

      “What about Lock? And Sergey?”

      “They’re evacuating the slums, in case Prium tries the gas.” Jasper took my arm. “Come on. We have to go.”

      I started after him, unsteady. “How did you... When they took us, where’d you go?”

      “I grabbed a riot shield and walked out.” He shook his head, bemused. “I kept expecting they’d grab me, like ‘You! I don’t know you.’ But nobody did, so I—hey. Where are we going?”

      I glanced at Nina. “Through the rails would be easiest, if you have more explosives. Up through engineering, into the tunnels.”

      “The way you got out when you went after Ona.” Nina led the way down the hall, out to the catwalks. Smoke rose to greet us, black and full of screams. “Down there, those shop signs. Can you see those from here?”

      I nodded. “Miller’s Fruits.”

      “There’s a tool shed out back, between Miller’s and Cade’s. Hide there till you hear me. Then, you know where to go?”

      “Straight through the scrapyard and up the stairs.” I gave Jasper a nudge. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” He thrust a radio into my hands. “Hang onto this, would you? I’m scared I’ll lose it.”

      I hooked it on my belt and set out at a run, only to pull up sharply. “Nina? Hey, Nina?”

      She peered over the railing. “What?”

      “Be safe, okay? Ona’s going to need you when this is all done.”

      “Then go. Make it quick.” She shooed me off and I ran, Jasper hot on my heels. We pounded down five flights, deep into the Dirt. The air thickened as we went, and Jasper’s breathing got rough. I pulled him face-down and we crawled on our bellies, shirts to our noses to filter the air.

      “Where’s—I can’t see—”

      “Follow me.” I led him through familiar streets turned unrecognizable, their landmarks drowned in ash. I skinned my knee on the storm drain outside Gran’s old place, followed the dim line of streetlamps past the scrapyard gates. Static buzzed in my skull—blasters straight ahead. I skirted them, down one trash-choked alley and up the next. The smoke thinned and we ran for it, two fugitives among many, fleeing the fire.

      “Down here.” I dove for the toolshed and darted inside. I could sense more blasters outside, three down the street, a whole contingent in the scrapyard. Two more closing in—had they seen us? Were we caught?

      “How long do we wait?” Jasper coughed and spat. “And what’s the signal?”

      “Quiet.” I pressed my ear to the door. Outside, the Dirt was loud. Boots pounded on flagstones. Voices cried out. A dog barked close by, then whimpered and went quiet. The blasters were coming, two watchmen drawing close. They paused not ten feet from us, and I froze where I stood.

      “They lost the Decemite,” said one. “Myla. The traitor.”

      “She wouldn’t come down here. She wants her sister, and she’s—”

      “Where?” I strained to hear more, but the watchmen were moving, heading off up the street.

      “We should just go,” said Jasper. “That scrapyard looked abandoned, and—”

      “It’s not.” I could still feel the blasters, two squads on patrol. I willed Nina to hurry. An hour, Prium had said—an hour to reach Lazrad before her update finished.

      Come on. Come on.

      A trash can toppled and rumbled down the street. The power went out and came on again. Somebody screamed. Then the alley lit up red and my ears rang with thunder. Jasper bolted for the door.

      “Is that it? Is that—”

      “Not yet.” I closed my eyes and reached out. The blasters were moving, the two up the street, the three I’d first sensed. The squads in the scrapyard came together and charged through the gates and out of range.

      “Now.” I grabbed Jasper and ran. A live wire had fallen and lay sparking in the street. We jumped over it and kept going, helter-skelter past the shops. The scrapyard was dark now, its floodlights starved of power. I turned my ankle and kept running. Jasper yelped in pain.

      “Slow down. I can’t—”

      “No time.” I ran faster, half-dragging him. The stairs loomed just ahead, emergency lights like embers suspended in the gloom. I plunged for them headfirst, taking the steps four at a time. Jasper tripped, picked himself up, and came puffing after.

      “How far?”

      “Just keep running.” I counted off three flights, four, five, and six. Below us, the battle raged on, plasma fire flashing bright. I glanced back and saw chaos, red and orange and pink.

      “Through here.” I burst into the maintenance shaft and saw we weren’t alone. Two workmen leapt up, and as quickly backed away.

      “Don’t shoot. We’re not—”

      I bared my teeth at them. “Just run.”

      They did, and we kept going, up a rattly old ladder and two flights of stairs. I found a flat metal door—no handle, no keyhole—and called Jasper to my side.

      “Here. Blow us through.”

      He nodded. “Get back.”

      I stood and watched him work, knocking to find the lock and taping the charge to the door.

      “This’ll be bright,” he said. “You’ll want to cover your eyes.”

      I turned around and waited. “There’ll be an alarm,” I said. “Or there will if the power’s on.”

      “Then let’s hope it isn’t.” Jasper jogged up beside me and covered his eyes. I heard the fuse hiss and sputter and felt heat on my neck. Something went thump, and the door swung open. Jasper dashed through ahead of me and bumped into the railing.

      “Where are we? It’s dark in here.”

      “I’m not sure.” I pushed up my goggles. “I used a different door last time. This is... we came up through the scrapyard, so Lazrad Corp should be—” I struck out to the east, praying I’d guessed right.

      “I don’t hear any sirens,” said Jasper. “That’s a good sign, right?”

      “Maybe. Or they knew we were coming and disabled them, so we’d think we’re free and clear.” Lights flickered up ahead, dim fluorescents. An underground station. Lazrad Corp’s station, if luck was on our side. I pushed Jasper behind me and kept going. “Stay back, stay quiet, and do what I say.”

      Jasper didn’t answer. We crept along without a sound. The station looked deserted, but I wasn’t fooled. Four blasters buzzed their warning, four guards flanking the tunnel. I waved Jasper back and he stopped. I inched forward, not breathing, boots heavy on the concrete. I stepped out of them and padded on, so slipper-sock quiet that all I heard was the guards, the whoosh of their breathing, the scuff of their boots.

      Now.

      I pulled my blaster, slow and smooth. One of the guards made a huffing sound. He’d crouched too close, at the edge of the platform. I closed in on him, lungs burning. One breath, one fumble, and I’d blow my shot.

      “I don’t hear them. Did they—”

      I lunged, caught his ankle, and jerked him down to the tracks. He hit the ground with a crunch and shouted in pain. I got my blaster under his chin and heaved him to his feet.

      “You three, drop your weapons. Hands in the air.”

      Two of the guards obeyed. The third opened his mouth, and I whirled on him, snarling.

      “Scream and I shoot. Last chance. Drop your weapon.”

      He dropped it with a clatter. I beckoned to Jasper.

      “Cuff those three and gag them. Get them into the tunnel.”

      Jasper did as I said, more efficiently than I’d expected. He slapped on the cuffs and covered their mouths with duct tape. He taped their ankles as well, all the way to their knees.

      “That should hold them,” he said. “What about yours?”

      “We need him for the elevator. It won’t start without him.” I cocked my head. “Let’s tape his mouth, though. He screams and we’re done.”

      Jasper taped his mouth and helped me muscle him onto the platform. I’d shattered his ankle, and he whimpered with every step.

      “Don’t worry. We won’t kill you. We just need your palm.” I shoved him onto the elevator and Jasper grabbed his hand.

      “Which floor?”

      I pursed my lips. I hadn’t thought that far. “Forty-nine. It’s quiet.”

      Jasper hit forty-nine. The elevator rose smoothly, ten, fifteen, twenty. I gave the guard a quick shove and knocked him out with my blaster, a quick bash to the skull and down he went. Jasper slapped at me.

      “What’d you do that for? He wasn’t—”

      “He was crying. Someone might’ve heard.” I hoisted him over my shoulder, as gently as I could. “We’ll leave him somewhere safe. They’ll find him when he wakes up.”

      The elevator dinged for forty-nine. I got off, relieved to find the HR department as I remembered, all still and coffee-smelling, its halls dim and empty. Jasper found an empty office and pointed me inside.

      “Lay him on the couch,” he said. “On his side, so he can breathe. And take off that duct tape in case he gets sick.”

      I laid out our captive as gently as I could. I thought he might wake when I ripped off the duct tape, but he just made a gurgling sound. “That everything?”

      “Not quite.” Jasper bent and checked the guard’s pulse. He groped his skull where I’d hit him and wiped the blood on his pants. “All right. He’ll live.” He glanced down the gray hall. “Where to from here?”

      “Up one more floor, but we can’t use the elevator.” I stretched, cracked my back. “There’s a retinal scan, but don’t worry. I can climb us up the shaft.”

      “Climb us—” Jasper made a gulping sound. “You want to carry me? Like, on your back?”

      “You got a better idea?”

      “One that doesn’t involve me hanging off your neck fifty stories up?”

      I snorted. “Unless you’ve got wings I don’t know about, or want to make the climb on your own, it’s my neck or nothing.” I led the way to the shaft and pried the doors open. The car hung below us, way down on ten. “I’ll go jam the top gate, then come back for you.”

      “You’re going to leave me alone?”

      “Just for two minutes. Don’t let those doors close.” I jumped on the cable and shimmied up the shaft. How long had it been—twenty minutes? Half an hour? Lazrad would be up soon, flush with new health. I kicked at the doors, got my foot in between them. They slid open with a jerk and a howling of sirens. I flung in my blaster to keep the doors from closing, and—

      “Myla!” Jasper shouted, then screamed, and the whole shaft flashed pink.

      “Hold on. I’m coming.” I slid down, palms burning. Jasper plunged past me, headfirst down the shaft.
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      I caught Jasper by the ankle and we hung there suspended. He was alive, breathing fast, a slack weight in my grasp. A blaster bolt seared past me, close enough to melt my sleeve. The hall teemed with soldiers, bearing down on us, firing.

      “Myla.” Jasper’s voice was barely a squeak. “I’m sorry. I—”

      I clenched my teeth and dragged us up, knees tight on the cable. Soon, I was sweating, trembling with exertion. My palm went slick and I slipped, catching myself with a grunt. Ten feet to go, and my shoulder was burning. Eight, and a bolt grazed my leg. I swore and kept climbing. Jasper hung like a lead weight, swinging in the void.

      “Almost there,” I huffed. “Hold on. We’re good.”

      Jasper wheezed and bleated. I could see Lazrad’s ceiling, and the light from her window. I hauled us up one more inch, and one more after that. The doors slid shut behind us with a soft metal whirr.

      “Just breathe. I got you.” I clawed with all my might and got us up past the doors. I jammed my foot between them, and they juddered back open. “Jasper? You ready?”

      “Ready? For what?”

      “I’m going to throw you in first. Try not to hit your head.”

      “What? I don’t—”

      I swung him once, twice, then heaved. Jasper went flying and came down in a heap. I hopped down after him and scooped up my blaster. I jammed it back in its holster and wiped my hands on my shirt.

      “Jasper? You okay?”

      He sat up, leaned forward, and puked between his legs.

      “Oh. Guess not, huh?”

      “No, no. I’m fine.” He wiped his mouth and stood up. “I’m quite frightened, but hey. At least I didn’t wet myself.”

      “Sergey would’ve, for sure. Him and heights...” I chuckled, weak with relief, and made my way to the bookcase. I found the keypad behind it, but when I punched in the code, it buzzed and flashed red. “Damn it. She’s changed it.”

      Jasper frowned. “What now?”

      I gave the door a good kick. It tore off its hinges and dropped with a thud. “After you.”

      Jasper got on the elevator. I hopped on after him and set us moving. The sounds of the Dirt rose to greet us, the whoosh and thump of the factory, the rush of water in the pipes.

      “I don’t like those sirens,” said Jasper. “Whoever’s down there, they know we’re coming.”

      I drew my blaster and pointed it at the gate. Prium—it would be Prium. I could feel it in my bones. He’d be there, smug and smirking, certain of his victory. I curled my finger around the trigger, pulse pounding in my ears. This time, this time—

      The gate rattled open.

      My blood turned to ice.

      “Ona.”

      She raised her own blaster and aimed it at my chest. “Get out.”

      I gaped at her, blindsided. She flicked off her safety.

      “I said get out. Don’t make me—”

      “What’s going on out here?” A glass door burst open and Elli stormed out. It was jarring to see her here, in this sterile, colorless space. Our Decemite liaison had always seemed to embody everything flowery and frivolous and absurd, pushing luxuries on the Ascended to keep them from noticing they were dying, bit by bit. She descended upon us in a flutter of silks, nose scrunched like she’d smelled something bad. “Well? What are you waiting for?” She jabbed a finger at me. “Take her down.”

      Ona didn’t move. She didn’t look good. She stood staring straight through me, pale-faced and sweating. I let my blaster drop.

      “Ona?”

      “She’s not your sister,” said Elli. “Not by blood, not in spirit. She’s a traitor to you and a traitor to Echelon.”

      “A traitor.” Ona’s finger twitched on the trigger. “But—”

      Elli’s voice rose, sharp and strident. “What’s the penalty for treason?”

      “Death. It’s death, but—”

      “You loved her. I know.” Elli smiled, warm and gentle, drill sergeant one minute, best friend the next. “Service is sacrifice, and we’re here to serve Echelon—over friends, over family, over the whims of our hearts. We understand that. This traitor never will. The sister you thought you knew—”

      “How well do you know her?” I jerked my head at Elli. “She’s not your friend. She’s your undertaker.”

      Ona blinked and swallowed. I chanced a step forward.

      “You know it’s true,” I said. “Jack died and so did Sonia. They hit their expiration dates, and one day, so will you. Your bots will give out, and then you’ll die.”

      “I won’t.” She adjusted her grip on her blaster. “I won’t, because—”

      “You will, and you know it. You’ll die, and—well, ask her.” I rounded on Elli. “Go on. Tell her.”

      Elli scoffed and said nothing. I reached for Ona instead.

      “Listen, Ona, you—Lazrad’s down here, right? Behind those curtains back there?” I bent to catch her eye. “She’s dying, too. Every ten years, she hits her expiration date—but then she gets a new set of bots to take over from the old ones. You won’t get that, and Elli knows it. She knows how you’ll die, and she—”

      “Stop. Shut up, both of you.” Ona clutched at her forehead. “I don’t... Is this true?”

      Elli laid a soft hand on her shoulder. “It hurts. I know it does. But—”

      Ona slapped her hand away. “Lazrad has been sick. Why?”

      Elli backed off, hands raised in surrender. “She’s not ill, just—

      “Don’t lie to me!” Ona swung her blaster, sending Elli skittering for cover. “Those bots Prium had—who were those for?”

      “You’re hysterical,” said Elli. “Breathe with me: one, two...”

      “There’s no one else down here, just me, you, and Lazrad.” Ona was shaking, teeth chattering. “Those bots were for her, just like Myla said. It’s happening right now, isn’t it? You’re replacing her bots because they…we all…” She did a jerky about-face. “Jack and Sonia, they’re dead, and all the Decemites before us. They’re dead and I’m dying, and you knew all along.”

      “That’s—”

      “Shut up.” Ona shuddered all over. She trained her blaster on Elli. The muzzle hitched with her breathing, sharp little jumps. “Jasper. Come out here.”

      Jasper got off the elevator and stood blinking in the light. Ona steadied herself with an effort.

      “You were good to me,” she said. “You treated me like a person, not—” She frowned. “Those talks we had. You like me, right?”

      “I do.” Jasper spoke gently, and his calm seemed to soothe her. “You remind me of my younger self. Of happier times.”

      “So you’ll be honest with me, right?” Her trembling had stopped, and her gaze was clear and stern. “You’d tell me—am I dying?”

      “He’d tell you anything if he thought it’d save his hide.” Elli rose, sneering. “He’s a rebel. Thieving scum. You and your sister—”

      Ona fired twice, once past Elli’s left ear, once past her right. “I told you, stop talking.”

      Elli gasped. “Traitor!” She shuffled back, graceless, till her back hit the wall.

      “Your bots will expire,” said Jasper. “They only last ten years.” He reached for Ona’s blaster, and when she didn’t resist, he took it from her. “But listen. Lock survived that. You—oh, don’t cry. This isn’t the end for you. We’re working on a cure.”

      “It’s not that.” Ona scrubbed at her eyes, but the tears just kept coming. She ran to me and stopped short, head hung low. “I’ve been awful to you. You’ve been telling me all along—this whole time, trying to save me. You came back for me and I slapped you. Told the truth and I—”

      I threw my arms around her. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Don’t—”

      “I was terrible.” Ona sagged against me and buried her face in my neck. “I just—I couldn’t face knowing it’s all been a trick. Everything they put us through, all this pain, and our reward—it’s just death?”

      “You heard Jasper. It doesn’t have to be.” I brushed the tears from her cheeks. “We can still save your life, just like Jasper did for Lock. And as for your future—there’s still so much left for you. Nina still loves you, and so do I. We all want you back with us, Lock and Ben, Mom and Dad. We’re your reward. You believe me now, right?”

      She sniffed and wiped her face. “I believe you. But—”

      “Then help me. Come with me.” I held out my hand and she took it.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To get Lazrad. She’s back there, right?” I nodded at a glassed-off space, all hung with gauze. Ona’s lip curled.

      “She’s been back there a while. Elli said—”

      Jasper squeaked, a high, mousy sound. I whirled and saw death, a blaster in my face. Its black bore loomed sightless, the sum of all fears.

      “Don’t—”

      Elli grinned, triumphant. My hands flew up, too late.

      “No!” Ona slammed into me so hard I saw stars. I flew off my feet and crashed headlong through the glass. Cold shards rained down on me, and I cried out with the shock. Elli was laughing, or maybe she was screaming—I couldn’t tell which. I rolled over and saw white, yards of clean cloth. I batted at it, but it was everywhere, a great winding tangle.

      “Ona. Ona!”

      “Get off! Get—ah!” Plasma flashed through the white. Ona shouted in pain. I kicked and thrashed, frantic, all tied up in gauze.

      “I’ve got her. I—” Jasper flew over me, nearly trod on me, sliding on the fabric. I heard him go down, and I heard Elli scream. She fired again, twice, one flash then another. Jasper yelled and grunted. He punched her, or she punched him. One of them kicked me hard. I threw the gauze off at last and jumped up, shedding glass.

      “Myla! Help!” Jasper jerked the blaster up, dragging Elli with it. I kicked it hard and sent it flying.

      “Ona?” I wiped sweat from my eyes. “Ona? Are you hurt?”

      She got up, straightening her shirt. Her right arm was bloody, down to the wrist. “I’m fine. She just winged me.”

      “Where’d she even get the blaster?”

      “She grabbed mine,” said Jasper. He’d turned Elli on her stomach and perched himself on her ass. “I don’t suppose you’ve got tape? I lost mine down the shaft.”

      “Try these.” Ona tossed him her handcuffs. “And do them tight. She’s sneaky.”

      Jasper set to work, but I’d lost interest in Elli. A strange calm had come over me, a cool sense of purpose. I turned around slowly, glass crunching underfoot.

      “Lazrad.” I could see her bare feet where I’d torn through the gauze. She was strapped to the chair I’d found my first time in her lab—that weird, creepy dentist’s chair with its wide leather straps. I pulled back the curtains, and behind me, Ona gasped.

      “Is she dead?”

      I drew my blaster. “Not yet.”

      “Do it, then. End this.”

      I pressed the muzzle to her temple, much as I’d done to Prium. Lazrad didn’t move. She lay still and senseless in her anesthetized sleep. She looked old that way, and fragile. I swallowed, tasting bile.

      “Myla?” Ona touched my arm. “I can do it, if you’re—”

      “No.” I groped for my hate, for that poison inside me. I thought of Lock at the Nest, sick and scared, at death’s door. I thought of Jim and of Derrick, of the dead in their graves and their families left behind. I thought of Lita’s rage and Starkey’s loss, Lock’s guilt and my hurt. I thought of Prium—of Prium. You and me, we’re the same.

      “Jasper?”

      He stood up, knees popping. “What?”

      “If I asked, would you do it?”

      “What, shoot her?” He backed away, wide-eyed. “No. No. Don’t ask me that. I’m not—”

      “Like me?”

      His tongue darted out, a quick, nervous flick. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Myla?” Ona reached for my blaster. “I’ll do it. I mean it. I don’t care, just—”

      “We can’t.” I thumbed my safety back on. “How long till she wakes up?”

      Jasper stretched past me to check Lazrad’s IV. “She’s just on a twilight drip. We could wake her any time.”

      “And, what, let her go?” Ona gaped, incredulous. “All this, and she walks?”

      “Not exactly.” My radio buzzed and I grabbed for it. “Hold on—go ahead.”

      “Hello?” Nina cut in, faint and crackly. “—bad up here. We got—” A burst of static drowned her out, then a scream so loud I flinched.

      “Nina? You there?”

      “Sorry. Can you hear me?” The static cleared, and she was shouting. “They got us pinned, the Decemites. They gassed us out of the sewers and we’re trapped in the square. We’ve got barricades, but—” A loud clang rang out. “—screwed, but you can still get out. Live to fight another—”

      “Nina?” Ona snatched my radio and punched TALK. “Nina? It’s Ona. Where are you? Which square?”

      “Ona? Run! Go!”

      “Wait—which square? I’ll come find you. Nina—Nina, please. I love you.”

      Nobody answered, just the hiss of dead air. Ona’s eyes were wide and wounded, brimming with tears.

      “What happened? She’s not answering.”

      I looked down at Lazrad, all laid out. Someone had tucked her in softly, a pillow at her head. I could still blow her brains out or smother her in her sleep. Instead, I checked her restraints—still tight. All good.

      “Those screens in the Dirt—where does the signal come from?”

      Ona blinked. “What?”

      “The screens. Say we wanted to send a message to everyone in the Dirt. How would we do that?”

      Ona bit her lip. “We could do it from her phone. That’s it on the table. But I don’t see how—”

      “We’re going to make her confess.” I grinned, lightheaded, drunk on adrenaline. “Every Decemite she’s buried, every lie, every murder—everyone’s going to hear it, and straight from her lips. All the Dirt, all the Decemites, every Skyseeker, all their families. You think they’ll still fight for her then?” I snatched up the phone and thrust it into Ona’s hands. “Now come on. Set it up. Nina’s life depends on it.”
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      Lazrad sighed and stretched, chafing against her restraints. She licked her lips, frowned, and turned her head to the side.

      “Prium? I’m thirsty. Come help me sit up.”

      “Prium’s not here.” Ona shifted out of the picture, exposing Lazrad to the camera. She’d hidden the phone well, tucked in with the lab equipment. “I’ve brought you a visitor,” she said. “See? Myla’s home.”

      Lazrad’s eyes flew open, hazy with drugs. “Myla? What—?”

      “Like she said. I’m home.” I perched myself at her feet. “I told her all about Lock, and what you did to him. How she’s going to die when you’re done with her.”

      “Ona—”

      “Ten years, isn’t it? That’s what the Decemites get, between the day you inject them and the day their bots expire?”

      Lazrad made a low sound, not quite a laugh. “You believed her, this traitor? This malcontent?”

      “She believed Elli.” I grinned, all teeth. “Oh, it didn’t take much to get her to squeal. She told us everything, how the Decemites go to Sky, and they’re dead in six months. How you dazzle them with riches in hopes they won’t notice their friends dropping like flies.”

      “Dead Decemites.” Lazrad chuckled. “Ona. Look at me. You think you’re like them? You think I’d let you die after all I’ve done for you?”

      Ona hunched in on herself, eyes dull with hurt. “All I’ve done for you, more like.” She sniffed and gulped hard. “I did everything you asked. I found that spy you wanted, and they—you had him tortured. I’ve burned camps. Raided villages. Turned against my own sister. All that for you, and you pay me in death?”

      “Ona. Poor Ona. You think I’d do that?” Lazrad strained against her bonds, her smile turning ghastly. “Decemites are stupid. That’s what Selection’s for, to find the dim bulbs—strong, healthy dolts who won’t think to ask questions. They’re picked to be disposable, but you—come on. Look at me.”

      Ona kept her back turned. She was crying again, huge, silent tears.

      “You’re different,” said Lazrad. “You and your sister, you’re clever. You think for yourselves.”

      Ona barked laughter. “Me? Clever? I believed you.” She whirled, eyes blazing. “I swallowed the lot of it, hook, line, and sinker. Myla’s been telling me all along, screaming the truth at me, and still, I couldn’t see it. I am dumb, and you used that, and you think—you think I’m so dumb you can do it again.” She brought her fist down on Lazrad’s chair, so hard the frame shuddered. “Sad part is, you almost could. Deep down, I still want to believe. But I can’t, can I?” She wiped her nose on her sleeve, such a sad, childish gesture I nearly broke down myself. “Why? Even if we’re stupid, don’t we deserve lives?”

      “You get what you’re promised: Serve as a Decemite and retire to Sky.” Lazrad pursed her lips. “No one promised it’d be a long retirement.”

      “I just—I don’t get it.” Ona looked down at her, all naked hurt. “All those Skyseekers—how big is your army?”

      Lazrad swelled with pride. “Nearly a thousand strong. Ten thousand by spring.”

      “And they all have to die? Ten years from now, their bots will all expire?”

      “Ten years—ten good years, covered in glory. Which would you choose? Ten years a hero or decades of drudgery?” Lazrad’s eyes narrowed. “Is that what this is? Revenge for your friends? By all means, then, shoot me. Splash my brains on the sheets. But I warn you, you’ll regret it. Your friends will still die, but they’ll die in vain. That rigur they’re mining, well...” She trailed off, smirking. I leaned forward.

      “What?”

      “Oh, you’re curious, are you?” She turned that mean smirk on me, and I realized she was enjoying this, squeezing some perverse pleasure from the horror she’d wrought. “Those mutants Outside—do you know how they got like that?”

      “It’s a virus, right?”

      “My virus. Mine. I developed it, and do you know why?”

      I shook my head, feeling sick.

      “For the same reason I made the Skyseekers: to safeguard my dream. To safeguard our future, mine and all Echelon’s. Without that virus, my virus, we’d have been overrun forty years ago. Overrun with rebels. They’d have torn down our walls. Claimed our vents for themselves. Now, with the Skyseekers—”

      “What is your dream?” Ona’s voice shook. “This future we’re fighting for, what is that, exactly?”

      “Nanobots for everyone, no expiry date.” Lazrad smiled, almost seraphically. She leaned back on her pillow, letting her words sink in. “With the rigur from my new mines, I can do it in ten years, every man, woman, and child breathing Outside air. A city united, then the world beyond that—no Dirt-dwellers, no Lofties, just cogs in the machine. A world striving for progress, no discord, no—”

      “And if we don’t want your progress? If we’d rather make our own?” My lip twitched. “What if we walk away? What happens then?”

      “You’ve seen for yourself. It’s a bargain. An exchange.” Lazrad’s smile didn’t waver. “Do your job, serve your purpose, and you’ll breathe free. Defy me and die gasping.”

      “Defy you?” I gaped, aghast. “Defy you how? What’s to stop you—where are the limits? If you don’t like how we’re talking, if we ask too many questions, do we die gasping then? Do we live out our lives with your finger on the switch, knowing that it only takes one false move and click? Out we go like lightbulbs for a word out of place?”

      “Dissent must be punished.” Her smile was serene. “It’s better that way. Better for everyone. What you don’t see is, ordinary people want to be told what to do. They crave a firm hand, and without it, they’re lost. That’s what I’ll give them, and you’ll see. They’ll thank me.”

      “Will they? I wonder...” Ona fished out her own phone and tapped on the screen. A monitor blinked to life above Lazrad’s bed. “Show me—where’s Nina?”

      “Fifth District Square.” I stood up slowly. “Show us Fifth District Square.”

      The screen went black for a moment. Lazrad reared up.

      “What are you doing? What’s—”

      I saw Lock first, and Nina, arm-in-arm by the scrapyard gates. Lock was smiling. Nina laughing and crying, her cheeks streaked with dirt. Above them, all around them, Lazrad’s face hung frozen, a white mask of shock—Lazrad’s face and Ona’s elbow, the back of my hand. In the square, the battle had ceased. Blasters lay abandoned on the flagstones, all in a pile. The Decemites stood scattered, some blank-faced, some weeping. Some were holding each other, huddled in twos and threes.

      Ona caught sight of Nina, and she started toward the screen. She laughed out loud herself, shaky with relief. “Sound on,” she said, and the shrieks of fire alarms filled the room, the rush of running water and the shuffling of feet. Above it all, the murmurs rose.

      “—true? Is that real?”

      “Did she say we’re dying? Our nanobots, are we—”

      “I’m dead in a year, if that’s true. My mom’s gonna—”

      “—Lazrad. Where is she? I’m going to wring her neck.”

      I grabbed my radio and hit TALK. “Nina? Hey, Nina?”

      She blinked and looked down. “Myla? That you?”

      I nodded, though she couldn’t see me. “What’s happening? Where’s Ben?”

      “He and Jetha went topside to clear you a path.” She shook her head. “A bunch of watchmen went with them, and Skyseekers as well. It’s like a miracle. They all—”

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll pick up your weapons.” Lazrad thrashed against her restraints. Her pale eyes spat fire, and in that moment she was inhuman, all teeth and sinew, arching off her chair. “Exterminate the rats, and I might let you—”

      “Cut.” Ona killed the signal. “You’ve had your say. Now us idiots will have ours.” She grabbed Lazrad’s chair and shoved, sending it screeching across the tile.

      “Wait. This thing has wheels.” Jasper reached for a lever hidden under the footrest. The brakes popped off and we were moving, trailing gauze in our wake.

      “See? Stupid.” Lazrad snorted. “Can’t even find—”

      “Quiet, you.” Jasper rolled her onto the elevator and ushered Ona inside. “You’re not stupid, you know. Not even close. I say that as a doctor, and as your friend. Someone who’s watched you struggle, watched you wrestle with the truth.”

      “He’s right,” I said. I pulled for the surface, but the lever wouldn’t budge. “Damn it. What’s—”

      “I jammed it, is all. So we wouldn’t be disturbed.” Jasper squeezed past me and got us in gear. “D’you think they saw us up top? Our broadcast, I mean?”

      “I’ll say they did.” Ona chuckled. “I linked the feed to my Peepr, so everyone knows.” She flashed me her own phone. It was bubbling with alerts, peep after peep.

      “Still, be on your guard.” Jasper glanced up the shaft. “We don’t know how they’ll take this, the Lofties, Lazrad’s inner circle.”

      “We’re about to find out.” I drew my blaster. The elevator lurched to a stop. Six guards lined the passage from the shaft to Lazrad’s office. More stood clustered by her desk, riot shields at their feet.

      Lazrad jerked in her bonds. “What are you waiting for? Arrest them.”

      No one moved, and she thrashed harder. “I said—”

      “We don’t want to be slaves.” One guard stepped forward, bolder than the rest. His blaster hung at his side, gleaming in the sun. I thought he might go for it, but he raised his hands instead. “We don’t want your nanobots if they’ll make us your prisoners. We don’t want you at all, or your dream, or your progress.” He spat at her feet.

      “We’re here to arrest you,” came another voice. “For crimes against humanity.”

      “We’re with you, Ona. Just tell us what you need.”

      “With me?” Ona’s eyes went wide, then she straightened, standing taller. “Let’s, uh... Let’s find her a nice cell, somewhere in the Dirt.”

      The guards fell in around us, four in front and four behind. We all rode down together, the elevator creaking under our weight. We got off at the ground floor, and no one barred our way. Some of Lazrad’s guards joined us, drifting along in our wake. Some had their phones out, recording us as we passed. Lazrad had gone quiet, seething where she lay.

      “This way, Ona.” The doorman trotted ahead of us, out to the street. “Your army, ah—”

      “Ben!” I darted ahead of him, straight into Ben’s arms. “You’re safe. You’re alive.”

      “Thanks to you.” He shook his head slowly. He had a dazed look about him, blank and shell-shocked. “They just dropped their blasters, all the Decemites, they— One minute they’re firing on us, then the next, we’re all hugging.” He laughed. “How’d you do it? How’d you make her confess?”

      “We tricked her,” said Ona. “She thought she was torturing just us, but instead, well, you saw.”

      “She’s not as smart as she thinks she is.” Jasper pushed her outside. Jeers rose all around us, so loud even Lazrad flinched.

      “Are they all peeping this?” I gaped, disbelieving. The street was lined with Lofties, phones held on high. “They are. They’re all—”

      “Liar!” A tomato sailed past me and splattered across the doors. “I spent my life working for you.”

      “My kids—our kids. You’d have made them your—”

      “Traitor!” The next tomato hit Lazrad, smack on her knee. She screamed, raw with rage, and tossed her head side to side.

      “Ingrates—I protected you. Our dome, our way of life—”

      I pushed out in front of her, hopped up on her chair. “There’s other Domes.” I raised my voice to be heard over the roar of the crowd. “Bigger ones. Better ones. Delpha. Southland. Sonne. There’s cities and villages, and they choose who’s in charge. They pick leaders by voting for them. Who votes for this?”

      Laughter pealed, and I jumped down. Lazrad writhed, teeth bared, speechless in her rage. Our guards cleared a path for us and we marched her through the streets, past the theater and the library, the park and Golden Square. Lock and Nina joined us halfway, a gaggle of Skyseekers at their heels.

      “I’m surprised they’re not rioting,” said Lock. “I’d be throwing more than a few vegetables, if I’d just heard all that.”

      “I’m not sure they know how.” I ducked a flying stalk of celery and it hit Ona instead. “What’s happening in the Dirt?”

      “Cleaning up, mostly. Putting out fires.” Lock scoffed, disgusted. “What is it with these guys and fire? I swear, every fight—”

      “Wait. What is that?” Ben paused, head cocked. “Do you hear that, like a—”

      Up ahead, someone shrieked. The crowd closed in, then scattered, everyone fleeing down the side streets and back the way we’d come. Ben pressed in on one side of me, Lock on the other.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Ona pushed between me and Ben. “I don’t see—”

      I heard her stop breathing. My heart stuttered in my chest. The whole street was shaking, windows rattling in their frames. Sun dazzled on metal, so bright it hurt. I shied away, half-blind, as a huge tank crested the hill. Two more rose to flank it, a deadly barricade.

      “Myla?” Ona’s voice was small. “I don’t think—”

      “Myla Hyde. Ona Hyde.” Prium strode forth to greet us, proud in his finery. His coat was on; his gloves were off. His nails gleamed bright red. He smiled, almost indulgently. “Come, now. Pick up your jaws. Did you really think I’d let you march out with my lady in tow?” He bowed low to Lazrad and pressed his hand to his heart. “My apologies. I assure you—”

      “Prium.” I reached for my blaster, but Prium just laughed.

      “You there. You traitors.” He motioned at our escort, Sky guards and Dirt watch, all shaking in their boots. “If you want the slightest chance of mercy, you’ll get my lady to safety.”

      Nobody moved. I stood frozen, head spinning. Surely—

      “Chop-chop. On the double.” Prium clapped his hands, and our guard sprang into motion, sweeping Lazrad down a side street and out of our grasp.

      “No.” Ona’s voice cracked. “You can’t—I can’t—”

      “Present arms.” Prium raised his hand and five turrets spun our way, five shining cannons dipping to take aim.

      “Get back.” I stretched out my arms, shielding Ona and Lock. “Run. Go. Get lost.”

      “Too late.” Prium pulled out a pair of headphones and settled them over his ears. “This will be loud, but I don’t suppose— Cannons, power up.”

      I reeled, blind with agony, as a million shrieking nanobots came online at once. They filled my head, my bones, my body, right down to my toes. My spine went taut, red-hot. I coughed and spat blood.

      “Men, start your count.”

      That corkscrew whine pierced me, split me in two. I reached for it, choking, the air poison in my lungs. Someone had my arm, Ona or Lock. I wrenched free and lunged forward, legs numb, eyes blind.

      “Five.”

      The galaxy sprawled before me, a million points of light. One touch—one touch, and the pain would stop, the howling in my head.

      “Your eyes—Myla! You’re bleeding!”

      I blinked and saw red—a raw, gory veil. Hot blood streamed down my cheeks and bubbled in my ears. I reached for the stars and jerked back, breathless. Five tanks, gallons of plasma—if a payload like that blew, it’d take out half the neighborhood. I’d kill us all, Lock and Ben, Ona and Prium. I’d send thousands to their graves in the blink of an eye. Thousands, tens of thousands—

      “Four.”

      My guts lurched and spasmed. I gagged on black bile. The galaxy dimmed and flickered, the nanobots falling away. They shrank back as I did, trembled in place. My heart stopped and started again, racing wild in my throat.

      Their language, Jasper had said. You have to speak their language.

      I reached out again, cautiously, and a million bots reached back. I stilled and so did they—and was this their language? Imitation, nothing more?

      “Monkey see, monkey do?”

      “What?” Lock’s voice seemed distant, a whisper from afar. “Myla? What—”

      “Three.”

      I closed my eyes and reached inward. I heard my bots for the first time, singing in my blood. I felt their green, calm call, and I called the galaxy to me. I called every star I could reach, from the tanks and the drones, Lock’s blaster and mine, every gun in Echelon. Every spark I could find. A great wave rushed in on me, a vast roar of static. I welcomed it, open-armed, gathered it all to myself. It hurt, then it didn’t, all my nerves burning out as the signal blazed through them. My eyes went dim. My skin went cold. I felt my heart stop, and this time, it didn’t start again.

      “Two.” Prium was grinning—I could hear it in his voice—but awareness of him barely reached me. I was one with the stars now, my bots and Echelon’s all vibrating in concert. They’d obey me, I realized, just like Jasper had said. I could tell them goodnight and shut down Prium’s army. But everything was tied together now, and if they went to sleep, my bots would go, too. Forever. Without them—

      I tried to breathe and only spluttered. A whimper drowned in my throat. I wasn’t ready to die, not like this, not so close—

      “One,” bellowed Prium. The bots sang in my ears, the last song I’d ever hear. I sobbed without sound. I wanted to live. I wanted the future I’d promised Ona, a future full of hope. But if my death could still buy that for everyone but me—

      I held the bots tenderly, cradled in my head. Go to sleep, I told them, and just like that, they did. My knees buckled and I fell—but I fell in blessed silence. I fell in silence and darkness, and the turrets fell with me. We all wound down together, and Lock caught me in his arms. I smiled, or I thought I did, and with that, I was gone.
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      I woke in Mom’s arms, with Dad leaning over me. I was in a warm, dim room, one that felt somehow familiar. Everything was soft, everything welcoming, pillows at my head and blankets piled on top of me.

      “Mom?” I tried to sit up and toppled. “Mom? What’s—”

      “Don’t try to move.” Dad held me in place, though I wasn’t struggling. “Jasper? Kids? She’s awake.”

      “Awake?” I licked my lips and found them cracked. I was desperately thirsty, tongue dry as sand. “How long was I out?”

      “Three days.” Ona came dashing in and flung herself on my bed. “You fell and your heart stopped. You were dead, but Jasper wouldn’t let you be. He took you back to the lab, and we—”

      “You weren’t dead. Just hurt.” Jasper crouched down beside me and reached for my wrist. “You’re much better now, though—strong pulse, good color. I’d say you’ll be fine. You’ll just need some time to adjust to your new bots.”

      “New bots?” I felt dizzy. “What happened to my old ones?”

      “You don’t remember?” Lock pushed in, pale-faced, and fumbled for my hand. “You killed the tanks. Shut them down—along with all of your bots. You saved everyone, but we thought—”

      “We thought you killed yourself too.” Ben slumped in the doorway, tired and red-eyed. “You went ten minutes not breathing, before Jasper could—”

      “We thought you might not wake up.” Lock’s voice was thick. “Or if you did, you might not know us. We were—” He choked on a sob. “I hate you, you know that?”

      I laughed, harsh and tearful. “I’m sorry. I just...” I closed my eyes, and I was back there, Prium barking his countdown, my life draining away. “I had to,” I whispered. “He’d have blown us to bits, and Lazrad would’ve—”

      A soft hand settled on my forehead. “Hush now. Don’t cry.”

      My eyes flew wide. “Gran?”

      “We’re not angry, just worried.” She smiled and my vision doubled, my joy spilling over.

      “You’re safe. Is this real?” I pinched myself and it hurt. Gran’s scent wafted over me, fresh jam and ginger. “I’m hungry,” I croaked. “And thirsty. And—where are we?”

      “Our house in the Stars,” said Mom. “You’re in your own room. In your own bed.”

      “We thought you’d want to wake up here,” said Gran. “With your family all around you.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned back, filling my lungs with home. The thrum of the Dirt filled my ears, familiar as breathing. I caught a whiff of Mom’s cooking, and beyond that, warm earth. Gran was still talking, low and reassuring. I turned my head toward her, and she ran her hand through my hair.

      “You’re fine,” she said. “Our Myla.”

      “We all are,” said Lock. “Our families, the Outsiders—”

      I caught my breath. “And Lazrad?”

      Lock snorted. “About five floors below us, locked up next to Prium.” He squeezed my hand. “How do you feel? Can you move?”

      I sat up, more cautiously this time. “It feels weird. Heavy. Like my limbs are full of sand.

      “That’s your new bots,” said Jasper. “You’ve got the same ones I gave Lock, but you won’t be stuck with them for long.” He lit up, excited. “Lazrad was working on a new model—quite ingenious, really. They won’t make you immortal, or strong as a horse. But you will breathe free. And so will the rest of us, once I’ve worked out the kinks. No expiration dates, no—”

      “The kinks?” I rubbed my temples. “What kind of kinks?”

      “The kind that’ll kill you if you step out of line.” Lock shook his head. “It was just like she said. She had ’em set to fry you if you snuck past the walls, if you talked to the wrong people, posted certain kinds of—”

      “That’s enough of that.” Dad stood up, frowning. “Those horrors are in our past. I see no point dwelling on them, when we can go boating in the park.”

      “In Sky? You’ve been to Sky?” I sat up straighter. “You saw what it’s like up there and you came back down here?”

      He shrugged. “This is home. Besides, we can go up any time. Why leave our new house, our neighbors, our friends?”

      “I want to go up,” I said. “I want to see everyone—Jetha, Sergey. Did they make it?”

      “They’re good. Great, even.” Ben grinned, wiped his eyes. “Sergey brought his parents. They took Ona’s old place, the one in the clouds. My aunt, she’s at Reyland’s. They’re sort of in charge.”

      “Till we can have an election.” Lock’s eyes fairly danced. “They sent word to Delpha. They’re sending a delegate to show us how it’s done.” He stood up, all smiles. “Go on, then. Get dressed. We’ll all head up together.”

      “All of us.” I pinched myself one more time. It still hurt. A sharp thrill raced through me, pure joy, warm as sunshine. All of us, hand in hand, all of Echelon at our feet. It felt like a dream, but deep down, it felt right. The way our lives should’ve been, right from the start.
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      We walked through Sky together, me and Ona, Lock and Ben. Half Lock’s family came with us, and Mom and Dad and Gran. Reyland came down to join us with Jetha at his side. We went to the park, the one with the carousel. Ona took a spin while Lock got us ice cream. Mom and Dad rode the horse carts, just the two of them, giddy with laughter. Reyland sat sipping ginger foam, and I thought he looked content.

      “Hey, Lock. Hey, Myla.” Ona bounced up to join us, a flower behind her ear. “I thought I’d head for Golden Square. Nina said she’d meet me. It’s sort of...”

      “A date?” Lock chuckled. “So you worked it out? You’re good?”

      “I’ve got a lot of groveling to do. When I’m wrong, I really go for it.” She grinned. “But, yeah. I think we’re back.”

      Lock watched her go, beaming. “I saw a stand by the fountain—thought I’d get Mom a bracelet. Y’know, a piece of Sky she could have till she’s out of quarantine.”

      I nodded. “Go ahead. I’ve got my cone to keep me company.” I took a lick of my ice cream and shivered at the chill.

      Lock bounded off, energetic as ever. Ben plopped down next to me and stretched out in the grass. For a while, he just sat and watched the carousel go round. Then he loosed a low whistle, maybe awe, maybe disbelief.

      “This place—you really lived here?”

      I nodded. “Up on that green hill. But it never felt like home.”

      “Because it wasn’t.” His elbow bumped mine. “Look, I’m headed back to Clearwater once Lazrad’s had her trial. But you and me, we’re still friends, right? I’ll be back here to trade, so we’ll—”

      “Of course we’re friends. The best of friends.” I leaned up against him, my head on his shoulder. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you. The way things worked out between us…it’s not that I don’t care. It’s not that I don’t love you, but—”

      “I know.” He took the last of my ice cream cone and wiped the drippings off my fingers. “You and me, c’mon. We made sense in wartime, clinging together in the storm. But I’m a farmer at heart. I want big skies and wide plains, the sun on my face. You and Lock, you’ve got your road trip, the ocean, your dreams.”

      “He told you all that?”

      “Couldn’t shut up about it the whole time you were out.” Ben made a tch sound. “The river in springtime, that’s water enough for me. But the thought of you in the whitecaps, you and Lock splashing around...” He shook his head. “It sounds right. We all get the lives we want. That’s what counts, isn’t it?”

      “I’d say so.” I kissed Ben one last time, a peck on the cheek. “I’ll visit Clearwater too,” I said. “I want to see what you build there.”

      “I’ll keep your cottage aired out.” Ben stood up, shielding his eyes. For a moment, he looked sad, but just for a moment. He spotted Lock and waved, and his good spirits were back. “You two have fun, okay? Me and my aunt, we’ve got some shopping to do.” He jogged into the bright sun, a new phone at his hip where his blaster had been. A lump rose in my throat, not sorrow, but joy—overwhelming contentment, and I couldn’t help but choke up.

      “You okay?” Lock took my hand and helped me to my feet. “That jerk make you cry?”

      “No. I’m just happy.” I sniffed and wiped my eyes. “And Ben’s not a jerk.”

      “True. He’s pretty great.” Lock watched him go, fingers still twined with mine. “I invited him to come on our road trip, but he needs to get home.”

      “We can swing by Clearwater on our way back.” I pulled him closer and slipped my free hand in his pocket. “Just us and our radio, that suits me fine.”

      “Don’t forget Ned and Roderick.”

      I blinked. “Who?”

      “Ned and Roderick. My two-headed rat.” Lock stuck out his tongue. “You always forget Ned and Roderick.”

      “That is not coming with us.” I gave him a swat, and he caught my hand in his. He swept me up and kissed me, and I kissed him back. He tasted of ice cream, and I was sure I did too. I melted into his arms, into his clean, fresh-scrubbed scent. Lock held me like he always did, safe and warm and wanted, flush to his chest.

      “We’ll go after the trial,” he whispered. “But not right after. Once my mom’s well and yours stops worrying. Once Jasper makes the earth breathe.”

      I held him tight, relieved. “You and me, and just us.”

      I felt his laughter deep in my chest. “No pets. Don’t worry. This is our time.”
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      Lazrad’s trial went by fast, and Prium’s after that. I didn’t go, and neither did Lock. Lazrad’s confession condemned her, and Prium’s crimes were legion and indisputable. He’d kept records of all of them, every interrogation, every murder. He got a life sentence, and Lazrad got the same. I never saw her again, but I paid Prium a visit my last day in Echelon.

      “Come to gloat?” He smirked through the bars, nasty as ever. “What’d I tell you? Just like me.”

      “I came to say goodbye.” I looked at him and felt nothing—no anger, no spite. “You were right. I was like you. I went to a dark place, but today—today, it’s bright out.”

      Prium snorted. I ignored him.

      “It’s too late for you, but I have my whole life ahead of me. My whole life to make amends.” I smiled at him and felt better. “That’s all I want—to be the person I should be, not the monster I was.”

      “Monsters don’t die,” he said. “They just sleep a while. One day, maybe years from now—”

      “Goodbye, Prium.” I left him behind and headed up to the surface. It was summer again, and the sun was hot and bright. The streets were loud, filled with commerce, the squares crammed with stalls. Most of us Dirt folks had hung onto our homes, but with the factories moving topside, our lives were half in Sky. Our days stretched long and sunny, and at night we were cozy, tucked under the earth.

      “Hey, Myla.” Lock caught up to me, still damp from his shower. He threw his arm around me, wet hair in my face. “Ready to hit the road?”

      “We’ve got our shots first.”

      “I know. But then...” He held up his backpack, stuffed fit to burst. “Southland. I can’t wait.”

      “Got our tunes all queued up?”

      He showed me his phone. “Maxed out my storage. No repeats for weeks.”

      I stretched up and kissed him, basking in his affection. “Then let’s get this over with, and we’ll be on our way.”

      We wended our way downtown to Jasper’s new lab. He was waiting with Ona, both in their white coats. She retrieved our shots from storage while Jasper swabbed Lock’s arm.

      “Now, Ona, what’s next?”

      “Reassure the patient,” she said. “Explain the technology and its benefits and any side effects to watch out for.”

      Lock chuckled. “We already—”

      “Shh.” Ona flicked him smartly, right between the eyes. “I need to practice. It’s only my first week.”

      “Okay. Go ahead.” He waggled his brows at her and Ona looked away.

      “These bots have two functions, uh—” She glanced at Jasper. He nodded: Go on. “They’ll let you breathe Outside air, and they’ll filter contaminants. You’ll be safe to leave Echelon and to lead normal lives.” She drew a deep breath, gaining confidence, and my heart swelled with pride. “Now, these bots are self-replicating, so they won’t give out. But your old bots will die, and when they do, you’ll get weaker. It’ll happen over a few months, a sort of slow fade, till you wake up one day and you’re like everyone else. But it’s not going to hurt, so, uh... that’s it?”

      Jasper shook his head. “Not quite.”

      “Huh?” Ona scratched her chin. “I said the self-replicating thing.”

      He tapped his temple. “Think.”

      “Oh! The side effects.” Ona smiled brightly. “It’s nothing to worry about. Just, the shots dry you out. If you get headaches, drink water. If you feel sick, drink more. Eight glasses a day, and you won’t feel a thing.” She cocked her head. “Oh, and some people get weird dreams, but I never had that.”

      “All right. That covers it.” Jasper took Lock’s dose from Ona and fitted it to a syringe. “Any last words?”

      “Just ‘thanks.’” He patted his arm. “Go on. Hit me.”

      I watched the needle go in. Jasper pushed down the plunger and Lock closed his eyes. A shiver ran through him, and then it was done.

      “Nothing to it,” said Lock. “Just a pinch, and it’s in.”

      I held out my own arm and Jasper set to work, slapping a vein to the surface and swabbing my skin. I watched, curious, as he set up my dose.

      “Why couldn’t the old ones self-replicate? Wouldn’t it have been simpler, just—”

      “They were too complex,” said Ona. “Jasper showed me under the microscope. They had all these tiny parts, a million little whirlies. One piece out of place, and they’d stop working, just like that.”

      Jasper nodded. “These have fewer functions, but they’re more stable. All they do is let us breathe, but what more do we need?” He jabbed me quick, in and out, so smooth I hardly felt it.

      “That’s it? I’m done?”

      “All set for your trip.” Jasper wagged a finger at Lock. “You’d better enjoy this, because come September, we start your schooling. Six in the morning, every morning—”

      Lock pulled a sour face, but he couldn’t hold it long. He laughed, and so did Jasper. Ona pulled me to one side.

      “I’ll miss you,” she said. “You better bring me back presents. And Nina as well.”

      “Goodies for everyone. It’s on my list.” I pulled her in for a hug. “You be good, okay? Don’t let Mom worry, and promise you’ll visit Gran.”

      “Every day.” She wiped her face on my shoulder. “Damn it. You made me cry.”

      “It’s just two months. We’ll be back. We’ll hit that café you like and swap all our hot gossip.”

      “Okay. Okay, go.” Ona pushed me off her, blinking back tears. “The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll be back.”

      Heading back through the streets, Lock bought me an apple juice—sweet apple from Sonne, spiced with ginger from home. “To stay hydrated,” he said. We shared it between us and tossed the cup when we were done. The north tunnel opened before us, promising new adventures beyond. Our folks had come to see us off, Lock’s family and mine, and Jetha and Reyland.

      “Ben sent this for you,” said Jetha, and she handed me a notebook. “To record your journey. He said you’re working on your reading and writing, so—”

      “Thanks.” I tucked Ben’s gift in my bag. “Tell him I’d text him, but the mountains, his signal...”

      “We’ll see him soon anyway,” said Lock. “On our way back.”

      “You’d best come back.” His mom fluttered around him, straightening the straps on his backpack. She’d filled out with her health restored, and her cheeks were round and rosy. “Now, you be careful out there. Keep your money well-hidden, and don’t drive at night. And water—drink water! Here, your father brought—”

      “She’s right.” Dad took my arm and drew me aside. “But, Myla, I won’t lecture you. I trust you, and so does your mother. Just go and have fun, and come back full of stories.” He hugged me, hard and fierce. “Have the best summer, okay?”

      “I will. I promise.” I pulled Mom in with us, and we held each other close. Our goodbyes stretched out past noon, but I didn’t mind a bit. When I climbed up next to Lock, it was with a full heart. I had my future, my freedom, and my family to come back to. I had Lock, and he had me.

      “Seat belt on?”

      I buckled up with a grin.

      “Got your backpack? Your water?”

      “Right here. All set.”

      “Then here we go. Our big trip.” He threw the truck into gear. I turned the radio up. An upbeat tune burst forth, and I felt my heart soar.

      “They’re all waving,” said Lock. I twisted around and waved back—waved to Mom and Dad, to Gran and Jetha and Reyland. I waved till the gate closed behind us, rattling on its rails.

      “The whole world,” said Lock.

      “I know.”

      “We can go anywhere we want.”

      I breathed deep, tasting the Outside. “I love you. You know that?”

      “I loved you first.” Lock patted my knee, a sweet, familiar touch. “Wanna hear a secret?”

      I snorted. “What secrets could you have?”

      “It’s not mine. But I saw it.” Mischief danced in his eyes. “On election night, in the courthouse, once the votes were all counted—”

      “What?”

      “The Prime Minister kissed her campaign manager. Right on the lips.”

      I spluttered. “Jetha and Reyland? You’ve got to be—”

      “I swear.” He wiped his eyes and I loved him for it, how he still choked up with joy for the little things after all he’d endured. “It’s nice, isn’t it? Ben with his farm, Starkey with his school. Now those two, a little happiness—doesn’t it feel right?”

      I leaned up against him, all warm inside. “It does. It really does.”

      We sped across the desert with the sun at our backs, the whole world before us, and Lock’s tunes blasting loud. We sang along when we knew the words, bopped our heads when we didn’t. A soft breeze kissed our necks, the breath of the desert.

      “When the earth breathes,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure Lock heard me, but his smile said he did.

      “Our kids’ll play out here,” he said. “They’ll grow up with the sun and the man in the moon.”

      I chuckled at the idea of a man in the moon, but Lock was right. Our lives would blink out one day, but that breath would go on. That breath would go on and new cities would rise, new hopes, a new world.

      “One day,” I said. “But today, this is our day. Our moment in the sun.”

      The desert stretched before us, bone-white and vast. Above, the sky was splendid, not a cloud to be seen. I spotted a twinkle in the distance, a truck coming from Clearwater, or maybe farther out. Lock would honk when we passed them, or he’d lean out and wave. Tonight, we’d find a campsite, one of dozens that’d sprung up since the trade routes had opened. We’d swap snacks from our backpacks for treats from parts unknown. The gossip would flow till it came time for bed, then tomorrow we’d wake up and do it all again.

      Our season in the sun.
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      “Ticks at five thousand clicks.”

      I looked over Darwin’s shoulder to the tactical screen. He had his right hand on a glass globe mounted in the shelf in front of him and twirled it under his fingertips, changing resolution and view. We’d been drifting in the squad ship, our can, for hours. He spun the tactical glass globe—the tacglobe—and the can spun in space to match, taking tactical control from the pilot.

      “Verify and number,” I said.

      “Hold on, Doc,” Darwin said, squinting at the screen. He reacted to vibrations in his fingertips from the tacglobe as tiny red target dots appeared on its surface, marking hostiles relative to our position. “I’m guessing ticks. Twenty to thirty. Heading to the wormhole, which should be coming over the horizon in about five minutes now. Ticks will be in engagement range about that time.”

      Ticks. Opteran drones. Dull, dark gray hardened plastic discs the size of Saint Bernards, torches, claws, and weapons hanging at the front. Just like ticks, just as annoying and thankfully just as dumb.

      “Do they see us?” I asked.

      Darwin shook his head. We had been drifting in the scattered wreckage of the Galactic Space Ship Salvation for four hours, waiting for a bite. Unless they took a real hard look at us, we were invisible. He rotated the glass tacglobe, made some minor adjustments, and moved his hand to an oversized red lever.

      “Shall we open this can and let out the whoopass, Doc?” he asked.

      I squinted, peering out the strip of window that ran the length of the bridge, knowing damned well there was no way for me to see ticks 5,000 meters away. A little target practice would let off some steam. But it would also burn some ammo.

      “Negative,” I said. My magboots clacked as I paced and stared at the nothing in the starfield through the window.

      “Did he just say negative?” Deepspace asked Darwin as if she wasn’t standing a meter behind me. She had already locked her helmet on, and her voice came through comms. Even though it was only the three of us in tactical, it made it sound like she was in another compartment.

      I shook my head. “I said negative. There’s some factory shitting out drones faster than we can sling them down. Darwin, give the stick back to Chicky.”

      “They’re right there,” Darwin said. “I can practically smell them. Come on, we’ve been sitting here all day, let’s take this.”

      If we were some Assembly unit from Center Core, I could have decked him for talking back. But that’s not at all what we were, and he knew I would never do that. I also knew if I said we were staying where we were, drifting in the orbital wreckage of the GSS Salvation like another piece of shattered bulkhead, he’d listen. He unlatched his magboots and swiveled to face me.

      Damn puppy dog eyes.

      “I am not wasting ammo on another dance with drones,” I said. “There’s a solid chance they’re scouting ahead of an Aggregate ship. We take down a cruiser that big, kill some actual Opterans and not just ticks, maybe we can do something that matters. We stay here. We wait.”

      Darwin turned, re-clapped his boots to the floor, and opened allroom comms.

      “Doc says sit tight,” Darwin said. “Chicky, stick’s back to you.”

      In a transport that small, he probably could have just shouted through the dividers. The can was divided into small cabins so a puncture would only vent one section out and the rest were sealed. Suck three into the vacuum rather than all nine of us.

      Even though control of the can went back to Chicky, he didn’t have to do a damn thing. We were just tumbling along outside of the atmosphere of some backwater enemy territory planet, hiding in a floating graveyard of debris.

      “Eyes on wormhole in four,” Chicky said over the speaker, and I could hear the deep-fried disappointment in his voice as well.

      “Eyes on” is not a phrase that factually applies to wormholes. It’s just tradition. When that wormhole crested over the horizon of the useless planet we were orbiting, it would be a giant gray circle. From every angle. A giant circle. It was spherical, but it didn’t reflect light and the color was really a shadow of some starfield millions of clicks away. No matter how hard I tried, I could never tell the things were three dimensional. It was a bad trick on the eyes, and staring at one gave me a headache as my brain tried to decipher just what the fuck I was, or rather wasn’t, seeing.

      “Looks like that swarm is heading for the worm,” Darwin said, watching the dots in the tacglobe.

      “We can squash them before they make it,” Deepspace said, pulling off her helmet. Her scalp was more polished than the rest of her gear. “We can get them before they even know we’re coming.”

      I looked at her over my shoulder. At the single black line tattooed under her right eye. She had as much a right to Opteran blood as any of us. Maybe more. But this wasn’t blood. Ticks were just rank and file gear no one cares about.

      Like us.

      “You act like they’re harmless,” I said. “Remember Cody.”

      It wasn’t fair, but it got her off my back. She scratched the back of that finely polished head and looked away. None of the rest of us went full cue ball, mostly just buzzed. Otherwise, the black bipoly weave of the suits between the armor plates would yank a fistful of hair out every time you pulled them off.

      “Doc, I got incoming from the wormhole,” Darwin said.

      “See,” I said. “Spoils go to the patient. What we got?”

      Darwin didn’t have time to answer before the comm bleated an emergency tone.

      “Mayflower Six. This is Allied Cargo Transit Mayflower Six. We have just crested the wormhole at P9. We are in need of assistance. Incoming Opteran drones. Requesting assistance.”

      “Fuck, that’s not the roaches,” I said. That gamble did not pay off at all. I pulled my helmet on and sealed in. The ticks were heading to intercept the Mayflower, blocking off our path. “Darwin, what’s the armament on the Mayflower?”

      “Chart says a Carrol class freighter. Two heavy rails, front facing. That’s it. No escort.”

      “We’re the escort now. Chicky,” I called, hitting the open comm button. “We’re going in.”

      The starscape outside moved as Chicky pulled us from the wreckage of the Salvation. I looked out the window and saw the edge of the wormhole. No way in hell to judge the distance by eye. Darwin unlatched and pushed off to the locker on the ceiling to get into his bubble helm. I heard the whistle of Deepspace’s hand slinger as I readied and primed mine as well.

      There was no pair I’d want to go gunning with more than Darwin and Deepspace. I met Darwin right out of basic. Since then, we were never far from each other. Same units, same assignments, same damn bunkroom when we met. Can’t forget that day. I opened the door and he was naked as can be in the middle of our room. Hairiest motherfucker I have ever seen in my life. I thought he was wearing a mohair sweater. That’s the moment he became Darwin. The missing link.

      Deepspace was new. But she handled a slinger like some sort of training robot. It was precision that made me question whether her eyes were what she was born with or some fancy upgrade. Given the right intel and arms, I have no doubt she could squash twenty ticks by herself. And she wouldn’t even sweat. Colder than Deepspace. Joke was, any man who earned his way into her bunk would end up getting a certain delicate part of his anatomy frozen off. I didn’t know anyone stupid enough to try. And I ran with some pretty damn stupid people.

      “Ready, Doc?” a voice came over the comms. Taylor. He and Chicky would stay in the can while the rest of us got to play.

      The name Doc came to me easy. In another life, before a jumpjet and a slinger, I had a stethoscope and a family.

      “Ready.”

      We each turned for the others to check gear. Our suits were CaliCorps Falcons. That means we had the wonderfully brilliant idiocy of the liquid O2 tank being both the fuel for the thrusters and our air supply. If you’re running low, you can breathe or you can fly. Pick one. But it did make it a lot easier for us to check each other’s packs with so little involved.

      Chicky had gotten us nice and close, less than half a click. Unfortunately, that distance was filling with ticks. The Mayflower was a mid-sized cargo ship. Hundred heads on board, less if the body was full of wheat, ammo, gel or whatever the fuck brought them out here. Would have been nice for someone to tell us they were showing up. But we were the farmhouse cat. No one wanted to deal with us, just let us loose and grab whatever mice ran by. No one remembers to tell the cat when a new cow shows up. Especially when the farmhouse is in enemy territory.

      There was a pneumatic whine as our cabin depressurized and the back of the can flopped open. The can was officially called the GSS Vedfolnir Five, but who the hell is going to ever say that? From the outside, it might as well have been an ammo box with wings. Not the sexiest piece of hardware, but it got us around. There was still some pressure in the cabin as it shitted us out. Being puked out the fore cabin would be Yaz, Hippo, and Jimenez. Collie would lower herself from the bottom. She was our commlink and fall back point, staying halfway between us and the can. She was a good dog, built her myself, but something she stumbled into on our last planetary touchdown gummed up her right rear servo, and once we got back to gravity, she’d be hobbling around like a toothless Coalition drunk, reminding me of Dad, until I got a chance to fix it.

      The edges of my faceplate lit with the dots showing me where the rest of my squad was, a different color for each signal. Our suits were the usual rusty monkeys of any squad that had seen more than a few scraps, the original CaliCorps colors long since gone. HQ gave us barely any armor, but at least they cared enough to try and stop us from suffocating. Darwin, Deepspace, and I would form the forward triangle. I could trust Yaz that if we banked right, he’d bank his crew left. We’d done the two-prong attack enough times to go wordless. The ticks had a pretty rudimentary AI and were far more effective at dismantling ships than they were at figuring tactics against attacks from two directions.

      “This is Allied Cargo Transit Mayflower Six. We are at P9. We are in need of assistance. Opteran drone contact. Requesting assistance.”

      A searing yellow line of pencil thin reflection formed between us and the planet below and dissipated. Trail from a railgun that could turn our transport into more orbiting scrap. With the ticks starting to cut us off from the Mayflower, it was a reasonable shot to take.

      “Mayflower Six, cease fire, cease fire,” I shouted. “This is Squad Commander Andrew Ritchie of the Coalition Marine Transport Vedfolnir Five, coming up your front now. You guys call for an exterminator?”

      “Boy, are we glad to hear your voice, Marine,” they said through a laugh. “We will stand down. I’d wave, but there’s a few drones in the way. Would appreciate a little help, and try not to scratch the paint.”

      “We’ll do our best, Mayflower.”
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      The alarm rang out jarringly, announcing the end of another shift and pulling my attention from my work. My hands hovered over the console of my terminal as I watched the other coders disengage and migrate from their own terminals down the aisles of computers and toward the Union Hall. I held my breath as they passed me in single file, hoping no one would take note of the fact that I was hanging back. Again.

      The eerie glow of the green light from the terminal monitors bounced off the metal walls of the main coding room, slowly fading as, one by one, terminal screens went into sleep mode. The other coders filed out into the hallway, talking about what they thought was on the menu for lunch tomorrow or how many side jobs they were hoping to pick up before their next shift. Before long, only one terminal remained active—mine.

      “You coming?” my best friend Viv’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “I hear there’s a new batch of Shine being passed around in the Union Hall.”

      “Nah,” I responded. “Hydro’s on the fritz again. I’m gonna log a few more ticks on my shift and see if I can iron out the kinks.” Nearly everything in the Geos was run by computer systems, but without the proper resources to create new technology, the programs were severely outdated. Coders spent most of their shifts working around old codes to keep everything functioning. But we also weren’t supposed to work as much overtime as I’d been logging lately—I could only get away with it if I kept on working on a problem I’d already gotten into.

      Viv bit her lip, apparently torn on whether she should accept my reply and join the others or hang back and make sure I was okay. I held my breath as I waited for her decision. I’d been logging a lot of extra ticks lately, and I worried that it would draw unwanted attention. It wasn’t surprising that Viv was noticing now.

      “How is your mom doing?” Viv asked, her face softening.

      “Pretty much the same.” I shrugged. “She’s in more pain lately, but…” I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air, unfinished. Everyone knew the Cough was fatal, though some lived longer than others. Still, more work meant more vouchers—meal vouchers, usually, but you could get something more tradeable, too, if you were lucky.

      Viv moved forward, squeezing my shoulder reassuringly. “Yeah, well… tell her I say hi, okay?”

      “Yeah, I will. Catch you later, Viv.”

      Finally, Viv turned away. She was the last coder to disappear through the stainless steel double doors. The morning shift wouldn’t start for another eight hours, and swing shift coders usually worked from their homes. I was alone. I turned toward my terminal, steadying my focus as I began coding again. Normally, repairing the code to track waste from the hydroponics would have been no big deal, but the reminder of what waited for me at home had thrown me off.

      My mother’s health had been deteriorating more rapidly. The Cough was common here in the damp tunnels of the Geos, but without access to a viable cure, it was fatal more often than not. It wasn’t that the treatment was expensive or rare, either. Actually, before everyone had gone underground, it had been easily preventable with proper hygiene, and even then they’d had treatments. But after more than a generation of living beneath meters of rock and stone, the treatment had become harder to produce, and the wait to get it was long.

      Too long for people like my mother.

      I shook my head and sighed, trying to focus on my work, but movement caught my attention and I found my eyes wandering to the large TV screen mounted on the front wall.

      Even though I’d never been to the place on screen, I knew it well. Like everyone else, I’d grown up watching it. The Cure, a modern reality show that followed the daily progress of a family of scientists known as the Farrows as they raced to find a cure for the Virus that wiped out most of humanity decades ago. The feed was always live, with lots of drama and little actual progress toward a cure. My father often complained about the show’s effect on the population. “The youth are so caught up in the dramatics, they forget why we need a cure to begin with!”

      It was hard to disagree with him. In many ways, the show had become more about entertainment than scientific advancement. Some days, like my father, I doubted that a cure was even possible. I didn’t let myself get sucked into the dramatics like my peers, however, though I often dreamed of making my way into the Elite. Gaining the power to move my family somewhere they wouldn’t have to struggle. Where we would all live a life of luxury. It was a dream many of us had, but few invested in. Entry to the Elite only happened one way: Surviving the Acceptance.

      A commotion on the screen pulled me back to the show. An argument had formed over who was to blame for leaving the most recent batch of antivirals out of refrigeration. Chen Farrow was leading the verbal assault on a younger Farrow she’d deemed responsible for the mishap. “This will set us back weeks, if not more!” she exclaimed, throwing her hands into the air. She was slender, but daunting when crossed. Maybe it was the way her dark hair and eyes stood out in stark contrast against her flawless white lab coat.

      Everything was brighter in the Lab, from the way the walls were painted to the silky smooth clothes people wore. Nothing like the drab attire assigned to those of us in the Geos who had to wear thick trousers and jackets just to keep warm in the dark recesses of what we called home. I adjusted my glasses, pausing to look at my hands. They were soft, unlike those of other workers who labored with their hands. They would be even softer if I were an Elite, I thought.

      And Mother would have the care she needs, a voice in the back of my mind reminded me, drawing my focus back to my work. Extra ticks on my shift weren’t going to move her through the queue any faster, but more vouchers could ease the burden on my father, who was often kept from his own work because he was caring for her. It could only do so much, though. Who knew how much longer she would survive in the Geos, where illnesses of the lungs ran rampant due to recycled air slowly shutting down victims’ lungs. Some found comfort in herbal remedies, but they were in high demand and short supply, making them expensive. The kind of expensive that a few extra ticks on my work log couldn’t buy.

      My thoughts drifted between the story unfolding on one screen and my work of recoding the hydroponics on another—a habit I tried to avoid, but my mind needed the distraction, and The Cure was good at providing just that. So much so that I almost missed the bug.

      Lots of things could create issues in the Geo’s coding systems, but I noted that this bug was unlike any I’d ever encountered. Mostly unconcerned, I flagged the issue and moved on. Only, when I went to click out of the program, a new window popped up instead. It was the command program for the electrical system—something I didn’t normally have access to.

      Before I could investigate further, another pop-up opened, this time for air circulation, and one after that for voucher distribution. Each window gave me access to a backdoor hack for that system.

      Suddenly, I had access to everything.

      And the last pop-up pulled up records for the Acceptance.

      My jaw all but hit the floor. I knew I should close down the files immediately, especially the files on Acceptance selection. Getting caught accessing this information could mean a strike on my record that reduced my family’s meal vouchers, or even worse, exile from the Geos.

      And yet, if I could figure out how the lottery system worked, maybe I could increase my chances of being chosen. Winning the Acceptance would mean automatic entry into the Elite for myself and my parents. I looked over my shoulder once more to be sure that I was alone before scrolling through the file. My eyes widened as I realized I could alter the data in my favor.

      “Amara, open file: Acceptance History,” I said.

      “Of course, Coder 354,” the AI chimed back in an artificially friendly voice. It was supposed to make working in the Geos more pleasant for coders. After all, they say that good moods are contagious. If your “coworker” always spoke to you in a chipper voice, how could you complain? Amara never gossiped, never argued, never criticized your work. She might point out a mistake here and there, but that was just good quality control.

      Images flashed on the screen of previous contestants. People who had been chosen for the Acceptance. After being chosen, it was a matter of survival. If they survived the Virus and the possibility of genetic mutations, they would be granted Elite status, and maybe even welcomed into the Farrow family.

      One by one, the faces of those who’d come before me moved across the screen along with their public profiles. Names, occupations, and status. Their names and occupations varied, but their current status was always the same. Trial Failure: Subject Deceased. My stomach sank as the words repeated over and over again across the files. No one in my lifetime had completed the trials. I tried not to let the weight of that realization get to me. Surely, there had been survivors. Others had found their way into the Elite and been welcomed into the Farrow family. So, why was there no standing record of them?

      I’d looked further into the files to strengthen my resolve. It was having the opposite effect. I took in a deep breath before deciding what to do next. “Amara, pull up images of the Above.”

      “My pleasure, Coder 354,” she chimed.

      It was no secret what the Above was like. Ghost towns filled with ruins that nature had reclaimed. The deserted world that had been left behind when the Virus took out a third of Earth’s population. Still, it was one thing to know what it was like, and another to see it. The thought of traveling to the surface, of trying to survive amongst the forgotten ruins, took my breath away. Beads of sweat formed on my brow and my hands began to shake.

      “No,” I chastised myself. “None of that. You may never get this chance again.” I placed my hands over the terminal console. This next part, I’d have to code manually in order to work around Amara’s memory banks. Information on each coder’s progress was stored within her programming, and hacking into the Acceptance wasn’t exactly something I wanted the higher-ups to trace back to my terminal. As far as I knew, no one had ever tried something like this before, and that meant that I had no idea how much trouble I’d be in if I got caught.

      Either that, or there was simply no trace of anyone who had made similar attempts. The thought made me shiver.

      My fingers flew over the keyboard, slowed only a little by the way they shook. All I had to do was decode the random generator that chose contestants and make sure my name was added in a way that triggered the lottery’s algorithm to pick me. I guessed that the algorithm automatically disqualified poor workers, or those with too many strikes on their records. Based on past contestants, anyone with two strikes or under was eligible. That wouldn’t be a problem for me.

      The second part involved overall health. Each contestant had a file under their name with a spreadsheet of how many trips they’d made to the med hall. Check-ups for things like birth control and minor injuries weren’t picked up by the algorithm, I noticed. That seemed logical. Sending someone in poor health to the Above would be an execution, not an opportunity, but basic check-ups didn’t indicate ill health.

      But then my brow furrowed as I discovered an encrypted file linked to each contestant’s medical record. The third and final requirement. I double- and triple-checked my work, each time with the same result.

      The Trials were rigged. It wasn’t random at all.
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